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Introduction: The Critics, the Stage, and the Whores

Recent criticism of Renaissance drama has devoted considerable
attention to the significance of minor characters. Yet the stage
prostitute, one of the most prevalent minor characters on the
stage, has garnered sparse consideration. What little has been
written typically takes an extremely negative view of the stage
whore at worst or presents a sketchy survey at best. For example,
Gary Taylor, one of the more recent critics of Shakespeare's
whores, argues that Measure for Measure diverts attention from
prostitution by placing Angelo and the plight of Claudio and Juliet
at the forefront. Taylor contends that "Shakespeare shows us the
customers and the management, but the sexual work force itself, the
women who ride up and down the shaft to the coal mines of
prostitution, them we never see, never hear, hardly hear of" (389).
Yet Taylor, playing on the slang sense of Mistress Overdone's name,
implies that the old bawd is seriously involved in the sex trade
and was most likely a prostitute at one time. She has risen to the
management stage of her profession, but most bawds attained that
position only after they were too old to continue selling their
bodies, something Mistress Overdone evidently did quite well as she
has "worn [her] eyes almost out in the service" (I.ii.102).
Taylor points out that prostitution was indeed flourishing in
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Shakespeare's London, and its "supply of female raw material was
fished up from the widening pool of displaced and destitute
families caused by agricultural contraction, periodic commercial
recessions, plague, conscription for war, disregard for displaced
veterans and a steady decline in real wages" (389). While such
problems appear to be likely targets for a playwright whose texts
often present a critical view of the status quo, Taylor claims that
Shakespeare never "considers, or asks his audience to consider, the
circumstances or motives of such women" (392). This statement is
quite misleading because the plays often reveal what can easily be
read as "consideration" for the circumstances of people involved in
the sex trade. Mistress Overdone, for example, is a lowly person
and held in disrepute by the authority figures in the play. Yet she
is the character who voices the concerns of the time: "Thus, what
with the war, what with the sweat, what with the gallows, and what
with the poverty, I am custom-shrunk" (MM. I.ii.75-77). Mistress
Overdone's comments point out the social dilemmas of Vienna, but it
is significant that these problems have the greatest inpact on the
poor. Her motivation for complaint is not, of course, entirely
altruistic because she is clearly concerned about a decline in
business. But she is most certainly affected by the dire conditions
in the city. The presence of such problems on the stage and their
mention by a former prostitute implies that Shakespeare was indeed
asking his audience to consider the circumstances of women involved
in the sex trade.
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Economic concerns often appear as a motivating

factor among

Shakespeare's bawds and prostitutes. Mistress Overdone wonders
"What shall become of me?" (MM. I.ii.97) when she learns of the
proclamation ordering the brothels destroyed, something that will
cause a temporary end to her business and make future endeavors
difficult. Doll Tearsheet rejects the advances of Pistol, perhaps
preferring what she believes to be the more lucrative financial
potential of Falstaff but more likely simply enjoying the attention
of the old knight more than that of the annoying and
self-aggrandizing Pistol (2H4. II.iv.120-23). Timandra and Phrynia
beg more gold of Timon, claiming "that we'll do anything for gold"
(Tim. TV.iii.152). Pander hopes to earn "Three or four thousand
chequins" as a "portion to live on quietly" (Per. IV.ii.25-26).
Shakespeare never praises his whores and bawds, but he always
indicates that they are no more or less vile than other members of
society. The women practice their trade to live, and in most cases
prostitution is the only choice available.
While it requires little effort to regard the stage prostitute
with contempt— attacks on the poor and petty criminals are always
easy and perhaps say as much about the critic as the playwright's
position on the issue— it is difficult to accept Taylor’s assertion
that Shakespeare "wasted no syirpathy on the women lured or conned
or forced into prostitution" without extreme reservation. Even a
cursory glance at Doll Tearsheet suggests that Shakespeare's best
drawn prostitute is at the very least to be read humanely if not

Reproduced with permission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

4

sympathetically. Her basic humanity is undeniable, and her animated
bantering with Falstaff— although easily written off by cynics as a
whore's ploy to dupe an aging patron— reveals a genuine affection
for him, a point that is reiterated in Doll's tear-filled farewell
to Falstaff as he leaves for the latest war: "I cannot speak; if my
heart be not ready to burst— Well, sweet Jack, have a care of
thyself" (2H4. II.iv.376-77). Yet Taylor claims that Doll is not
sympathetically drawn by Shakespeare because she is accused of
murdering her customers. On the surface, it would seen that Taylor
has found damning evidence against a liberal reading of
Shakespeare's whore. However, it is quite significant that while
the Beadle mentions that "there hath been a man or two killed about
her," he also claims that Doll "shall have whipping cheer enough"
(2H4. V.iv.5-7), the punishment of prostitutes and vagrants, not
murderers. Moreover, Doll does not die on the gallows or fade into
the walls of a prison. In Henry V Pistol informs the audience that
Doll "is dead i' th' spittle / Of a malady of France" (HV.
V.i.85-86). The Beadle's recommended punishment and Doll's apparent
freedom in Henry V suggest that she is not a murderer, points that
Taylor fails to mention in his criticism of Shakespeare's whores.
Taylor clearly takes a hostile view of Shakespeare's treatment
of prostitution, but other critics have been somewhat more
benevolent and insightful. John W. Draper, for example, argues that
in Measure for Measure Shakespeare was presenting King James with a
plea to return to the status quo concerning the London brothels and
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prostitution, pointing out that strict laws do nothing to eradicate
vice and may serve only to exacerbate an unpleasant situation.
Catherine F. Seigel echoes Draper, arguing that Shakespeare took an
acquiescent attitude toward the brothels surrounding his theatre
and "dramatized the theme of pragmatic tolerance toward than in the
subplot of Measure for Measure" (82). Seigel goes on to argue that
Shakespeare shows the "stew-dwellers" in the best possible light in
order to suggest to James that he not give the puritans free reign
in enforcing the existing laws against prostitution (84-85). While
such arguments present an alternative to attacks, both are hampered
somewhat— Seigel considerably more than Draper— by the assertion
that Shakespeare was "telling" James what to do about prostitution.
It is unlikely that a playwright, even one of Shakespeare's lofty
status, could have considerable influence over a monarch.
The most extensive and

omprehensive analysis of prostitution

in Renaissance drama is Anne M. Haselkorn's Prostitution in
Elizabethan and Jacobean Comedy. Haselkorn argues that Elizabethan
and Jacobean drama was concerned with the status of women and the
sexual morality of the time. These problems were explored in the
comic mode with the intention of instruction as well as delight.
Haselkorn divides Renaissance playwrights into three categories:
Cavalier, Puritan, and Liberal. Cavalier playwrights, including
Shakespeare, take a conservative view of the prostitute, believing
that she is a fallen woman, making no effort to reclaim or reform
her. Cavaliers believe that punishment of the whore is acceptable
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and appropriate. Puritan playwrights also consider the prostitute
depraved, but they hope that she can be reclaimed, brought back
into "proper" society through marriage with the stipulations of
repentance and reform. Liberals are seen as more tolerant than
Cavaliers or Puritans, eschewing punishment and strict repentance.
Marriage is again deemed the accepted solution to the problem,
preferably to a man of questionable character.
Haselkorn1s argument is interesting, but its scope necessarily
limits the space devoted to individual plays, and the historical
approach does not include performance. Also there are questions
about Shakespeare's inclusion in a category that presents
prostitutes so negatively. While Shakespeare's whores are often
punished, it is inaccurate to assume that this is necessarily
deemed acceptable or appropriate. Mistress Overdone, for example,
is indeed a bawd, and she is subject to the laws of the time. But
the text presents her as a woman who has nowhere else to go and no
source of income other than prostitution. It is all she has ever
known, and the strict application of the law will not change her
situation, a point the text makes quite clear as Mistress Overdone
simply sets up shop elsewhere after her old house is torn down. The
subject might well be rendered moot if Measure for Measure were the
only case in point. But the failure of punishment to eliminate vice
appears consistently in Shakespeare. Doll Tearsheet is carted away
to "whipping cheer" in 2 Henry IV, but she continues her trade
until her reported demise in Henry V. Bianca is arrested in
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Othello, but the charges against her are false and unrelated to
prostitution. There is nothing in the text of the play to suggest
that she would face punishment for plying the trade of a courtesan.
Phrynia and Timandra appear in the company of a high-ranking
officer in Timon of Athens and are ordered to continue whoring by
Timon, once one of the wealthiest and most influential men in
Athens. And Pander and Bawd never confront even the suggestion of
punishnent in Pericles. While much criticise focuses on
Shakespeare's acceptance of the laws against prostitution and his
disregard for the women in the trade, it seems that his text
suggests that strict adherence to the law does not work toward the
reformation of the prostitutes.
Hence, there is little criticism on Shakespeare's prostitutes,
and the attitudes expressed in the available commentary are often
quite limited. Shakespeare's text at the very least implies that
prostitutes are members of the human community, and, although it is
impossible to know exactly what his intent may have been, it seems
that Shakespeare allows his whores and bawds to speak about their
concerns from the stage, concerns ranging from fear of authority to
financial security.
The first chapter of the dissertation examines prostitution in
London with particular emphasis on the years from 1546 to 1608.
These dates are significant because they cover the period from the
official closing of the brothels by Henry VIII to the entry of
Pericles in the Stationer's Register. The chapter examines official
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proclamations from the Tudor and Stuart reigns regarding
prostitution and vagrancy, enclosure and engrossing of public
lands, outbreaks of plague, laws and regulations governing
prostitutes and brothels, and laws directed at controlling the poor
and vagrants. The Southwark brothels had enjoyed general
indifference by authorities from their official licensing in 1161
to their permanent closure in 1546. There were periodic closures
due to public outcry, plague, or perceived rises of criminal
activity in the suburbs, but these rarely lasted for more than a
season. Prior to their closure, the brothels were supervised by the
Bishop of Winchester who made sure that they adhered to the
governing ordinances of 1161, something that implies that the
church viewed the houses as a necessary evil even while outwardly
condemning them.
After 1546 equivocal church toleration of the brothels turned
into flagrant attack. Ministers reading from state-sanctioned
hcmilies warned parishioners about the dangers of mingling with
prostitutes, claiming that vice had "overflowed almoste the whoole
worlde" (Bond 174). Puritan panphleteers like Philip Stubbes and
Anthony Munday railed about the evils associated with prostitution
and more often than not made explicit connections between whores
and the theatres. And the degeneration of civility regarding
prostitution reached its apex during the annual Shrove Tuesday
celebrations which often included the destruction of bawdy houses,
attacks on playhouses, and physical assaults on known or suspected
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prostitutes and other social outcasts.
The chapter also devotes attention to the problems posed by
vagrants and other incorrigibles. While the connection between
prostitution and vagrancy at first seems tenuous, most official
discourses and the majority of the pamphleteers writing on the
subject link the two chronic social problems. And the evidence
often suggests that the attacks on prostitution were motivated more
by a fear of indigent people gathering in areas frequented by
prostitutes than the moral indignation of London authorities.
Chapter Two moves away from the legal aspects of prostitution
and focuses attention on the perceived connections between
prostitution and the theatres. Attacks typically came from puritans
bemoaning the sorry state of church attendance and expressing fears
that stage plays were replacing church services. Puritans and other
conservatives considered theatres "schools of abuse" where any
crime or vice imaginable was taught to the eager audience.

Philip

Stubbes, for example, condemned those theatre patrons who claimed
that the stage plays were as good as any sermon, and he argued that
plays induced "whoredome & unclennes," that the theatres were
"plain deuoures of maydenly virginitie and chastitie" (Lvii).
Admonitions against playgoing included references to the collapse
of Paris Garden as a cautionary tale of God's wrath and numerous
citations of casual fornication among audience members, petty
theft, assaults, and solicitation of innocents by prostitutes or
lecherous men.
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The state also participated in this antitheatrical discourse.
Various Lord Mayors of London wrote to Burghley demanding tighter
constraints on strolling players and later requested stricter
regulation of the public theatres, often citing the same concerns
raised by the puritans. Yet the state routinely sent contradictory
signals concerning the status of the theatre. Elizabeth, while
constantly complaining about the political nature of some plays and
taking stern measures against unauthorized players, often enjoyed
performances and in effect created a charter for professional
companies under the provisions of the Vagrancy Act of 1572 which
sought to stop strolling players and others who were considered
vagrants from plying their trade in the city.
While voices urging rigid control or outright banishment of the
theatres and players were plentiful, there were also voices of
dissent. Primary among these were Thomas Nashe and Thomas Heywood.
Nashe attacked Stubbes in The Anatomie of Absvrditie, claiming that
the puritans had so extended the range of activities deemed sinful
that almost nothing was left that would "admitte anie lawful] vse"
(20). Perhaps recognizing the state's use of the stage as a
diversion for citizens, Nashe argued in Pierce Penniless that the
theatre gave unemployed soldiers and idle men a "light toy" to busy
their minds. And Nashe also considered the stage a far less
detrimental pastime than visits to the alehouse or brothel. Heywood
echoes Nashe in An Apology for Actors, arguing that the theatre
provided diversions for the idle and that the stage could actually
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serve the beneficial purpose of revealing to the masses the virtues
of good behavior and the woes of evil. Such arguments, of course,
ironically endorsed a form of state control— exhorting people to
live in obedience to authority and pointing out the consequences of
rebellion— while requesting that what many deemed a source of
disorder be permitted to thrive. While conservative voices may have
had the upper hand, the work of Heywood and Nashe implies that
there was also considerable dissent.
Chapter Three is a study of the presentation of prostitution on
the stage in the work of Shakespeare's contemporaries. It takes
into account Christopher Marlowe's Jew of Malta (Bellamira), Ben
Jonson's The Alchemist (Dol Common) and Bartholomew Fair (Captain
Whit and Punk Alice), John Marston's The Dutch Courtesan
(Francischina), Thomas Dekker's and John Middleton's The Roaring
Girl (Moll Cutpurse), George Chapman's The Widow's Tears (Arasce
and Tomas in), John Fletcher's The Wild-Goose Chase (Mariana), and
John Ford's 'Tis Pity She's a Whore (Putana). The texts selected do
not always place a prostitute at the forefront, and women who are
considered whores by some characters are often innocent of anything
remotely resembling a modern reader's concept of prostitution. Yet
these plays consistently appear on undergraduate and graduate
reading lists for Renaissance survey courses. They do, then,
present the most familiar views of Renaissance attitudes toward
prostitutes and women, and it is important to have some
understanding of how those views supported or contested prevailing
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cultural and official opinions.
Understanding what a theatrical text says about prostitutes
necessarily involves examining production possibilities. Modern
performances, films, and theatrical reviews are, of course, quite
valuable for representations of what a text implies, but they
cannot lead to a clear depiction of what a Renaissance audience may
have seen. While modern productions are referred to throughout the
dissertation to point out that certain actions are consistent with
the sixteenth century texts, there is no attempt to claim that a
modern production represents what the Elizabethan and Jacobean
audiences saw on the stage. Twentieth-century performances are
used, then, only to point out plausible readings of Renaissance
texts and to offer possible solutions to problems raised in the
plays.
Very few contemporary references to sixteenth-century
theatrical productions survive, and lists of stage properties are
equally sparse— there is, for example, no reference in a source as
significant as Henslowe's Diary to "one green gown for a
prostitute." It is, therefore, necessary to look to the play texts
themselves in order to discover what a Renaissance audience may
have seen on the stage. Although the original stage directions are
few, there are often internal clues in a text that give some
indication of what was to be staged. That there was some sort of
attire that specifically identified a woman as a prostitute in
Renaissance drama is clear in a play as early as Marlowe's Jew of
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Malta. When Ithamore sees Bellamira he claims that he knows "she is
a courtesan by her attire" (III.i.28). Ithamore does not, however,
give any indication of what type of clothing she is wearing.
Fortunately, other playwrights are more helpful in their
descriptions of the prostitute's dress— Jonson and Shakespeare, for
example, make numerous references to velvet gowns, red or green
dresses, smocks, and taffeta. Particularly useful in the
reconstruction of staging from internal information are Alan
Dessen's Elizabethan Stage Conventions and Modern Interpreters and
David Bevington's Action is Eloquence.
Chapter Four is similar to Three in developing a reconstruction
of stage prostitutes, but it is devoted entirely to Shakespeare's
Henry IV plays, Othello, Timon of Athens, and Pericles. While the
approach in the two chapters is quite similar, there does appear to
be a marked difference in Shakespeare's presentation of prostitutes
and that of his contemporaries. Although most critics dismiss
Shakespeare's whores as the crudest examples of the playwright's
contempt for women in the sex trade or comic relief, the plays do
not adhere to such a limited reading.
Chapter Five is a study of Measure for Measure. This play
presents the best example of the repercussions of strict laws
against prostitution. While the play appears to support official
and puritan admonishments against prostitution--the destruction of
Mistress Overdone's brothel, adherence to strict laws against
fornication, and the prosecution of sexual deviants— the text also
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implies that the authoritarian application of the law is often
ineffective. It is possible that the play presents a sympathetic
rendering of those associated with prostitution, shows concern for
their economic status and goes against the grain of official
opinion in subtle ways. The chapter focuses on puritan attacks on
prostitution, royal proclamations attacking prostitutes and
vagrants, and the relationship between Shakespeare's play and Saint
Matthew's Gospel with particular attention to the Sermon on the
Mount.
The methodology is essentially historicist and performance
oriented. Considerable attention is given to contemporary
proclamations and pamphlets concerning the theatre and
prostitution. Proclamations are given priority over statutes
concerning vagrants, whores, and actors because they represent an
immediate official response to a problem. Many of the pamphlets
studied indicate a conservative reaction to the theatre and
prostitution. Yet the theatre continued to thrive under
indefatigable pressure from the state, the puritans, and secular
pamphleteers. Those who attacked the theatre found themselves
fighting a battle against an immensely popular institution, players
who ridiculed their detractors from the stage, playwrights and
pamphleteers who wrote defenses of the theatre, and a monarch who
enjoyed plays even while she attenpted to control them. The theatre
thus became highly significant in the various discourses. And
prostitution is a central element in many anti-theatrical
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arguments. The pamphleteers consistently claimed that the theatre
was little more than a large bawdy house. Even those who defended
the stage admited that prostitutes frequented the theatres, but
they claimed that the presence of the women was something beyond
the control of the players. Perhaps more distressing to the
anti-theatrical pamphleteers than prostitutes in the theatre was
the presence of cross-dressed actors playing whores on the stage.
Most texts fall in line with the general denunciations of whoredom
ejqoressed in the conservative pamphlets and present prostitutes as
scheming villains or master criminals, but actors playing roles in
women's clothing became a focal point in conservative attacks. The
anti-theatrical pamphleteers often indicate that attending the
theatre could have dire consequences for the playgoer. Many argued
that after veiwing lewd actions on the stage, the audience members
were incited to carry out the same behaviors. Exactly what actions
were portrayed on the Renaissance stage may never be known with any
certainty, but it is possible to get some idea of staging practice
by examining internal clues in the text and stage directions.
Much of the dissertation involves close reading of the play
texts in order to interpret how a prostitute may have been staged.
Consideration is given to gesture, props, and costume. Modern
productions of the plays are studied in order to point out
consistencies with the sixteenth-century texts and to provide
possible solutions to problems presented by the texts. This method
is potentially anachronistic, and it should be stressed that the
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use of modern productions is not intended to imply that they
represent sixteenth-century performances.
Determining what an actor may have done on the stage or what
type of costume he may have worn to indicate that he was playing a
prostitute is complicated by a lack of information in the texts.
There is also a lack of consistent detail in many contemporary
documents concerned with prostitution. A woman who engaged in
almost any unorthodox form of behavior was likely to find herself
labeled whorish. William Harrison, for example, bemaons the
excessive dress of women in The Description of England. Harrison
claims to have seen women in attire that "in time past was supposed
meet for none but light housewives." Such clothing "is now become
an habit for chaste and sober matrons" (147). While Harrison admits
that he is aware chaste women are adopting what he considers
strange clothing, he goes on to claim that he has "met with some of
these trulls in London so disguised that it hath passed my skill to
discern whether they were men or women" (147). A trull, Jean Howard
points out, is a lowly prostitute, concubine, drab, or strumpet
(Stage 95).
There was apparently some form of hierarchy among prostitutes
ranging from the beggar's doxy to the aristocrat's courtesan, but
the distinctions are routinely iauddled in plays and pamphlets. The
words "prostitute" and "whore" are virtually interchangeable in
Renaissance texts and can refer to anything from a woman who
engages in sexual relations with a man other than her husband, a
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woman in male attire, or even a shrewish wife. Haselkorn suggests
that the "limits of the term 'whore' extend, in Renaissance drama,
from the description of such a common professional as Alice in
Jonson's Bartholomew Fair to the use of the word

by Frank Thorney

in The Witch of Edmonton, to describe his wife because she had
married him, unaware that he already had a wife" (1).
In addition to the familiar mercenary prostitute, marry
Renaissance plays provide roles for courtesans. Lujo Bassermann
points out that courtesans "could read and write, compose poetry
and sing. They captivated bankers, princes and cardinals. They
appeared in the most famous pictures" (110). Raphael, Bassermann
claims, "is said to have immortalized the radiant beauty of Imperia
[a famous courtesan] no less than twice, first in his Parnassus and
again in his Transfiguration, both frescoes decorating the Vatican"
(110). The courtesan was often topic of travel diaries. Margaret F.
Rosenthal explains in her study of the Venetian courtesan, Veronica
Franco, that
English and French visitors, such as Thomas Coryat, Fynes
Moryson, Sir Henry Wotton, Michel Montaigne, John Evelyn,
and others, noted, sometimes with paternalistic surprise,
that the honest courtesan rose to public acclaim and
social parity with the upper echelons of Venetian society
owing to what seemed to them a movement of relative ease
from their nonpatrician status to striking levels of
refinement that vied with the elegance and grandeur of the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

18

Venetian. Unlike the patriciate, they were quick to add,
the courtesan flaunted an unbridled taste for sensuous
extravagance and luxuries which elicited moralizing
comments from her bedazzled observers regarding her
provocative and hence disruptive sexuality. Honest
courtesans1 social mobility, at which they marveled, was
all the more compelling in light of the often severe
patriarchal injunctions that weighed so heavily upon
aristocratic women, restricting the ornamentation of their
dress and their freedom to circulate in Venetian public
life.

(2)

While the honest (honored) courtesan achieved almost mythical
status in the accounts of travelers, she was a problem to Venetian
authorities. One continual dilemma was how to legally distinguish a
common prostitute from a courtesan. Prostututes were defined as
unmarried women who had sexual relations with men or married women
who did not live with their husbands and were sexually active with
other men. (Rosenthal 67). Rosenthal argues that the courtesan was
defined only by what she was not and thus "the honest courtesan
never received a precise legal definition of her own in the senate
rulings of the sixteenth century" (67). The accumulated wealth of
courtesans allowed them to purchase the attire of aristocratic
Venetian women, and they were thus "indistinguishable from married
women of the upper class" (Rosenthal 68). Sumptuary laws were
passed in order make courtesans and prostitutes more readily
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identifiable, but such laws were often ignored. Rosenthal points
out that many of the laws "regulating public expenditure and
decorum refer to meretrice [prostitutes] and cortigiana in the same
sentence, applying the laws equally to each." In addition, "laws in
the first half of the [sixteenth] century did not clearly
articulate the varying levels of courtesanry, while senate decrees
failed to separate the style of life (dress, residence, or social
mores) from that of aristocratic women" (71).
Laws directed at controlling the dress and mobility of
courtesans were rarely effective, and the legal status of the
courtesan was not officially defined. In sane cases she was
considered on the same level as the common whore, but in others she
was virtually indistinguishable from the aristocratic wife. This
same problem of definition also appears in much Renaissance drama.
While courtesans often appear in the texts, they are hardly given
anything vaguely resembling the praise that appears in the travel
literature and are more likely to be placed on the same level as a
brothel-dwelling prostitute than to be considered a part of the
priveleged upper class. In Whetstone's Promos and Cassandra, for
example, Lamia has the outward trappings of the courtesan. She
enters singing, and she claims that her "weedes are brave," and her
"face is fine" (1 Promos I.ii.) Her talent and sartorial finery are
normally associated with the courtesan, but Lamia also states that
all her luxuries are paid for by "the rushing Youthes" and "olde
and doting fooles" (1 Promos I.ii.). Her wide variety of patrons
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suggests that she is more common prostitute than courtesan, a point
that is supported by the various comments directed at her. Lamia is
referred to in terms that refer to lowly prostitutes. She is a
"leawde harlot," a "drab," and a "queane" (2 Promos Ill.iii.,
IV. ii.). This apparent confusion of courtesan and common whore also
appears in Marlowe's The Jew of Malta. Bellamira is a courtesan,
earning as much as a "hundred ducats" for one night's work and
keeping company with merchants from Venice and "learned and
liberal” scholars (III.i.3-9). Yet she uses the services of
Phila-Borza and sleeps with Barabas' slave, Ithamore.
Whetstone and Marlowe clearly downgrade the status of the
courtesan, but Marston raises even more substantial questions about
her position in The Dutch Courtesan. The title of the play suggests
that Francischina is a courtesan, but her position in the
prostitution hierarchy is questionable. Her customers are middle
class, which suggests that she is more common prostitute than
courtesan. In addition, Francischina, like Lamia and Bellamira, is
referred to as "punk" and "strumpet," terms that normally apply to
cheap whores. (II.ii.95., V.i.59), But the most glaring indication
of the questionable nature of Francischina's status is her
nationality and heavy accent. Dutch prostitutes were quite common
in England, and some legislation was aimed specifically at
controlling them— a point which suggests that their numbers and the
problems they caused were substantial. Francischina thus appears to
be little more than ci very common whore with a ridiculous accent

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

21

and an exaggerated opinion of her position.
Shakespeare redeans the status of the courtesan somewhat in
Othello, but the lingering problem of blending the position of the
courtesan with the common prostitute remains. Bianca appears in the
court, which implies she has access to those in high positions.
This is clearly an attribute of the courtesan, but she is not held
in high esteem by those around her. Cassio, for example, does not
wish to have Othello see him "woman'd" (III.iv.193). In addition,
terms that refer to the common whore are used. After the attack on
Cassio and Roderigo, Iago claims that he suspects Bianca, "this
trash," and that the violence is "the fruit of whoring" (V.i.85,
115). And Emilia calls Bianca a "strumpet," a common term for cheap
whore (V.i.120). Bianca offers one of the few defenses of the
courtesan’s position in Renaissance drama, claiming that she is "no
strumpet, but of life as honest / As you" (V.i. 121-22). Her use of
"honest" can be read as an indication that she considers herself as
honorable as Emilia, or it may be a reference to her position as an
"honest courtesan" of the

Venetian court.

While there were evidently various levels of prostitution in
Renaissance drama, clarifying exactly what position a woman held in
the hierarchy is difficult because of the playwrights' practice of
mingling their terms. Characters who are listed as courtesans in
the plays are referred to as such in the dissertation. Whore and
prostitute are used interchangeably when referring to characters in
the sex trade. The difference between the two terms is rests
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primarily in the degree of insult, whore being slightly more
offensive.
In order to determine if there is any variation in the
depiction of prostitutes, Shakespeare's plays are compared with
those of his contemporaries. This method necessarily assumes that
there is a difference. Haselkorn's work suggests that Renaissance
playwrights crafted distinctly different presentations of
prostitution in their texts. There is, however, some question about
her decision to place Shakespeare in the Cavalier category because
his texts imply more than casual indifference toward the treatment
of those working in the sex industry.
Shakespeare's plays present prostitutes in a different light
from those of many of his contemporaries. He was, as Annabel
Patterson points out in Shakespeare and the Popular Voice, quite
capable of creating plays that stood in opposition to the state. He
makes available a language of subversion against the established
power structure, but he never sanctions violent or revolutionary
public protest. Shakespeare is, in effect, in sympathy with the
problems of the common people and their search for justice. Since
Shakespeare presented a popular voice on his stage, it is quite
certain that this voice was extended to his prostitutes, allowing
than to speak for themselves from the stage.
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Chapter One— Prostitution and the Poor in Early Modern England

Although reviled and suppressed by secular and religious
institutions, prostitution has survived, even flourished, from
ancient to modern days. Renaissance women in the vocation found
themselves in the precarious position of being the object of desire
and revulsion at the same instant. In an age when female chastity
was seen as an absolute, the Renaissance whore was considered a
source of moral corruption. Yet this fountainhead of depravity was
allowed to thrive, at least until 1546, by the very institutions
that sought to vanquish her.
It is possible that state-sanctioned prostitution began in
England as early as 1162 with the official licensing of brothels in
the suburbs of Southwark and Cock Lane (Smithfield) and the
publication of ordinances governing the houses (Shugg 292). The
exact date is, however, open to question, and 1162 is probably
inaccurate because Parliament did not exist in a thoroughly
established form at this early date (Karras 427). The text of the
Ordinances proclaims that "This act and ordinance was made...in the
parliament held at Winchester in the eighth year of the reign of
King Henry II [1162], by all the assent of the commons, and so
confirmed by the king and all the lords of the said parliament"
(Karras 426). While the text implies that this decision was created
in Parliament, it is unlikely that the Commons assented to the
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ordinances in 1162 because they were not fully represented before
the "Model Parliament” of 1295 which "both in intention and in
fact...represented all classes of the English people above serfdom"
(Cheyney 101). And it was not until 1327 that "the Commons' right
to be in every parliament was recognized" (Holmes 87). Although the
date in relation to full Parliamentary approval is dubious,
prostitution was indeed legal in England, approved by the king and
Lords in 1162. The Southwark brothels were then placed under the
supervision of the Bishop of Winchester and "governed according to
the ordinances" (Shugg 292). Given the viciousness of the invective
commonly leveled against prostitutes, these injunctions were,
Catherine F. Seigel claims, notably moderate: women working in the
brothels were not to pay more than fourteen pence a week for their
rooms; owners were not to keep their doors open on holy days; women
were not to be kept against their will; married or religious women
were not to be kept by the stew-holders; enticing men into the
brothels was prohibited; diseased women were not to be kept; no
brothel keeper was to sell any victuals; and Constables and
Bailiffs were to search the houses each week (82-83). But the
overall effect of the ordinances was not entirely liberating for
the women they governed. Ruth Mazo Karras argues that the
regulation of the brothels in Southwark was in part an
effort to keep female sexuality under the control of men.
Female sexuality was to be kept within bounds: to
disappear on holy days, to be unobtrusive, to stay
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indoors and not walk the streets. If women were not the
property of a particular man, a husband, their sexual
behavior must be strictly regulated by the male civil
authorities. The regulations emphasize this by referring
to the prostitutes as "single women." If not the property
of one, they were "common women," the property of the
community, and could not choose their lovers. What made
the prostitute less offensive to medieval morality than
an adulteress or a fornicatrix was that she was available
to all men. For her to have a particular lover would make
her the property of one man and would make her sexual
license much more morally offensive. (425)
The ordinances were also apparently designed with the patrons in
mind. Prospective customers were not to be harassed in the streets;
the belongings of patrons were not to be confiscated or detained in
the brothel because of debts; injunctions against the sale of food
or boat keeping by the stewholder were probably intended to protect
customers against inflated food and transportation prices being
included in a visit to the prostitutes; and preventing women with
syphilis from working protected patrons from disease (Karras 420).
One of the more astonishing elements of the licensing is the
presence of a church official monitoring

the apparent cultivation

of prostitution, but it was common. Karras points out that several
bishops of Winchester "served as royal chancellors and spent a good
deal of time at their London palace, adjacent to the stews."

But
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the bishops did not govern the brothels in their official capacity
as bishop— this was left to "bailiffs and other officials" (423 n).
The presence of a bishop in a brothel district— even if serving as
a territorial lord— does, however, suggest Church complicity in
prostitution. Wallace Shugg contends that the "medieval church,
while outwardly condemning prostitution, actually tolerated it in
large cities as a necessary evil, as a 'venereal safety valve' to
prevent attacks upon virtuous wives and daughters" (292). Karras
echoes Shugg, claiming that "Sinful men, theologians held, would
corrupt respectable women— even their own wives— or turn to sodomy
if they did not have the prostitute as a sexual outlet" (399). This
is a logical argument and fits nicely into the facade of "piety"
put forth by the Church. Anne M. Haselkorn, however, offers a more
compelling— albeit less optimistic— explanation for the failure to
eradicate prostitution: it simply proved to be "too good a source
of income for Church and throne to abandon" (9). Pope Sixtus IV
(c.1471) licensed prostitutes and taxed their earnings, immediately
bolstering papal coffers. The practice was continued by Leo X, and
it "is reputed to have increased Church revenues by twenty-two
thousand gold ducats simply by the sale of licenses" (Haselkorn 9).
The English stews, in much the same manner as papal licensing of
prostitution, expanded the wealth of the Bishop of Winchester. The
payment of fines
from the stews contributed to the bishop's income and
probably formed a major motivation for not just condoning
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but also encouraging the brothels: both prostitutes and
stewholders paid fines for violations of the regulations,
and stewholders paid rents well above market rate to
those who owned the houses.
It isalso possible that

(Karras 423-24)

the Church's appetite for secular power

played into its assuming control of the stews. Karras points out
that
By allowing the brothels to exist [in Southwark] that
were illegal elsewhere, the bishop was proclaiming that
in his corner of the London suburbs he was the lord of
the manor: the brothel regulations also stipulate that
all the residents of the liberty must sue each other in
the bishop's court rather than the king's.

(424)

In addition to lining its coffers with money from licensing,
taxing, and fining prostitutes, the Church probably increased the
number of women in the trade when it inposed celibacy on priests in
1080. A logical consequence of this act was the procurement and
keeping of concubines. Haselkorn claims that one aspect of
"couillage" (concubinage) was "the institution of focarii or
'hearth girls.' The focarii were also known as concubines
— meretrix foco assideus (fire-tending whores) who lived in the
priests' houses and served them sexually as well" (9). Henry I
agreed to the requests of the Archbishops of Canterbury and York in
1129 to suppress the focarii, but he soon discovered that the
priests would pay large sums for the women. Not failing to sense
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the potential for financial gain, Henry permitted the priests to
continue keeping prostitutes for a fee. His successors perpetuated
the practice, King John going so far as to seize the women and sell
them back to the priests for a scandalous price. Focarii were kept
by priests until Henry VIII dissolved the monasteries (Haselkorn
9).
Prostitution continued to thrive in the fertile climate
engendered by the lethargic suppression of the Church and Crown.
And the by-product of whored cm, syphilis,"morbis gallicus," proved
far more baneful than any moral diatribe or law to the women in the
sex trade and their clientele. The disease appeared in epidemic
proportions toward the end of the fifteenth century, and various
theories of its origins were proposed. Syphilis was "reputed to
have been brought to Rome in about 183 B.C. by General Manlius's
victorious campaigns in Asia Minor. The great number of Syrian
girls who were scooped up as booty and sold on the market were said
to be the source of an epidemic of the 'filthy disease' which made
its appearance by a venereal sore, probably syphilis" (Haselkorn
9-10). Philney the Elder chose to accuse the Egyptians as being the
source of the disease, but it was apparently already a very old
illness by Philney's day. For example, Haselkorn points out that
David's Psalm 38 reveals the symptoms of a syphilitic sufferer:
My wounds are putrified, and corrupt because of my
foolishness.
I am bowed, and crooked very sore: I go mourning all
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the day.
For my reines are full of burning, and there _is
nothing found in my flesh.
I am weakened and sore broken: I roare for the griefe
of mine own heart.
Lord, I_ pouure my whole desire before thee, and my
sighing is not hid from thee.
Mine heart panteth: my strength faileth me, and the
light of mine eyes, euen they are not mine owne.
(Ps. 38: 5-10)
Calvin's marginal notes to the Psalm explain that David is guilty
of giving place to his "owne lusts" over the will of God and that
he is"blacke as one that is disfigured and consumed

with sickness"

(Ps. 38 n).
In spite of evidence pointing to a source lost in time, the
introduction of syphilis was eventually attributed to "Columbus's
sailors, who claimed that they had discovered it in America and
personally transmitted it to some prostitutes in Barcelona"
(Haselkorn 10). It was, however, the French who ultimately took the
most substantial portion of responsibility,
since the outbreak of the great epidemic of "morbus
gallicus" (the French disease) followed the Italian
campaign of Charles

VIII of France in 1494-1495. After

the army disbanded, the disease was transported by the
soldiers to other countries of

Europe and also was soon
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taken by the Portuguese to the Par East. (Haselkorn 10)
The brothels, of course, were an excellent source of
contagion— the people most likely to be infected with syphilis
congregated there, a point that rarely evaded the pens of the
satirists. Robert Greene, for example, bemoaned the fate of the
syphilitic in his 1592 edition of A Disputation Between ja
He-Cony-Catcher and a_She-Cony Catcher, claiming that those who
visited the brothels not only risked the
loss of goods, and blemish of their good names, but they
fish for diseases, sickness, sores incurable, ulcers
bursting out of the joints, and salt rheums, which by the
humour of that villainy, leapt from Naples into France,
and from France into the bowels of England; which makes
many cry out in their bones, whilst Goodman Surgeon
laughs in his purse; a thing to be feared as deadly while
men live, as Hell is to be dreaded after death, for it
not only infecteth the body, consumeth the soul, and
waste[th] wealth and worship, but engraves a perpetual
shame in the forehead of the party so abused.

(Judges

206)
But disease and unsanitary conditions were certainly not limited to
whorehouses. Most of England "lacked proper hygienic conditions,
and the impacted filth found in hemes and other public places just
as certainly helped to increase the contamination" (Haselkorn 11).
This fact evidently did not escape the authorities because

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

31

"syphilis did not become the prime motive behind the efforts to
close the brothels or eliminate the haunts of prostitutes in the
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries" (Shugg 303). Shugg also
points out that none of the proclamations or orders directed
against prostitution mentions venereal disease as a specific
problem. They do not, however, fail to speak of other
diseases— -plague, for example— where they are prevalent. And Shugg
is probably correct when he claims that it is unlikely "that
government officials in that plain-speaking age would fail to
mention the 'pox' if it were really on their minds" (312 n).
While syphilis was nearing epidemic proportions in the
sixteenth century, it does not seem to be the primary motivation
for the first serious official attacks on the brothels. Henry VII
closed them for a season in 1506, but he reopened them after
reducing their number from eighteen to twelve (Seigel 83). Exactly
why the stews were of immediate concern at this time is subject to
debate. Shugg suggests that their suppression

may have been

prompted by "a concern for the crime and disorder naturally present
in a brothel district or by a concern for syphilis...or by a
combination of both" (293). Haselkorn also points out the epidemic
of syphilis along with the "moral reawakening of the people" as
motivating factors in the condemnation of the whores (11). Yet
disease was not mentioned as the primary reason behind the
closures, so it is likely that the concern for order was most
prevelant in the authorities' reasoning. Whatever the
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motivation— crime, disease, or morality— Henry’s closure of the
brothels is certainly remarkable for its brevity. Even more
intriguing, however, is his decision to permit a number of houses
to reopen. While this apparent concession to those in the sex
industry infers a measure of toleration, it also implies a desire
to confine prostitution to the Southwark district. Karras explains
that numerous "petitions and complaints from Southwark

residents

to king and Parliament indicate that there were brothels elsewhere
in the suburb, too; people accepted the stews of the Winchester
liberty but did not want them to spread" (411). The initial
closing, of course, had the immediate effect of dispersing ousted
whores onto the streets of London, a direct violation of a London
enactment of 1393 which permitted prostitution in Southwark and
Cock Lane but prohibited it in any other districts (Shugg 292-93).
By reopening the brothels Henry was able to restrict a source of
recurring

disorder to a concentrated area, and curtailing the

number of houses in the region— while ostensibly appealing to the
moralists and residents of the Southwark liberty— subdued the
expansion of the sex industry in the district and made surveillance
of the whores and their patrons much more efficient.
While Henry VII took what appear to be token measures against
prostitution, Henry VIII adopted a substantially sterner attitude
late in his reign and issued a proclamation that officially closed
the brothels in 1546:
The King's Most Excellent Majesty, considering how by
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such toleration of such dissolute and miserable persons
as, putting away the fear of Almighty God and shame of
the world, have been suffered to dwell besides London and
elsewhere in common, open places called stews, and there
without punishment or correction exercise their
abominable and detestable sin, there hath of late
increased and grown such enormities as not only provoke
instantly the anger and wrath of Almighty God, but also
engender such corruption among the

people as tendth to

the intolerable annoyance of the commonwealth, and where
not only youth is provoked, enticed, and allowed to
execute the fleshly lusts, but also, by such assemblies
of evil disposed persons haunted and accustomed, is daily
devised and conspired how to spoil and rob the true
laboring and well-disposed men, for these considerations
hath by the advice of his council thought requisite
utterly to extinct such abominable license and clearly to
take away all occasion of the same.

(Tudor Royal

Proclamations I, 365)
Crime in the Southwark district had evidently grown to an
intolerable level. The proclamation takes note of the "fleshly
lusts" one would expect to find in a brothel and makes reference to
"corruption," which could mean syphilis. But it also places the
supposed conspiracies of the disaffected on an equal plane. It is
thus uncertain if the motivation behind the proclamation is ending
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the vice carried out by the whores and their patrons and the
inevitable

diseases, or if "corruption" refers to the plots and

conspiracies supposedly engendered by the congregation of
incorrigibles. The gathering of rogues and vagabonds in Southwark
was a chronic problem in Henry VIII's reign. As early as 1519
concern about the number of vagabonds in various districts prompted
the Privy Council to organize "three midnight raids in July and
October 1519 with the intention of rounding up these
'undesirables'...All together, the number of vagabonds found in the
Southwark area was greater than the total for all the other suburbs
combined" (Johnson 64). The midnight raids, however, were only
marginally successful, and Henry was compelled to issue numerous
proclamations against rogues, vagabonds, and whores throughout his
reign.
Although the proclamation of April 1546 closed the brothels and
possibly disbanded the groups of rogues for a period of time, it is
unlikely that it had any tangible effect on prostitution, because
closing the houses netted virtually the same result it had in 1506:
the whores relocated into "houses that sold beer or ale as a
cover...Or they simply frequented taverns of bad character" (Shugg
294). The proclamation also had the familiar effect of scattering
whores on the streets of London once more, again making supervision
difficult if not inpossible (Shugg 294). The total failure of
Henry's 1546 proclamation to rid London of its whores is apparent
as early as 1549 in a sermon by Hugh Latimer preached before Edward
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VI. Latimer claimed that London had actually become a "privileged
place for whoredom." The king and his officials had "but changed
the place, and not taken the whoredom away." Local officials simply
ignored the problem; the "lord mayor has nothing to do there, the
sheriffs they cannot meddle with it; and the quest they do not
inquire of it." Latimer would go so far as to claim that "there is
now more whoredom in London than ever there was on the Bank"
(Latimer 196).
Phillip Stubbes echoed Latimer's sentiments and upbraided the
government for its failure to severely punish those caught in
whoredom in his 1583 edition of The Anatomy of Abuses:
For the punishment appointed now for whordom now is so
light, that they esteene not of it, thei feare it not,
they make but a jest of it. For what great thing is it,
to go ii. or three dayes in a white sheete before the
congregation, and that somtymes not past an houre or two
in a day, having their usuall garments underneth, as
commonly they have. This impunitie (in respecte of
condigne punishement, which that vice requireth) doth
rather animate and imbolden them to the act, than feare
them from it...
The magistrates wincke at it, or else as looking
thorowe their fingers, they see it, and will not
see it.
And therfore, the Lorde is forced too take the sword
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into his owne hands, and to execute punishment him selfe,
because the Magistrates will not.

{H5v-H6)

Stubbes would prefer that those caught in "whoredom, adulterie,
incest, or fornication...should drinke a full draught of Moyses
cuppe, that is, tast of present death." Realizing that this penalty
might be considered slightly severe by more moderate officials,
Stubbes would be satisfied if "they might be cauterized and seared
with a hote yron on the cheeke, forehead, or some other part of
their bodye that might be seene to the end the honest and chast
Christians might be discerned from the adulterous Children of
Sathan" (H6).
Stubbes, however, failed to realize just hew difficult it would
be for authorities to rid the state of its whores. While the 1546
proclamation cast the women out of the meager comforts afforded by
the state-sanctioned brothels, prostitutes proved infinitely
adaptable in their new situation. Thomas Dekker, bemoaning the
apparently protean shapeshifting ability of the whore who "croaked
like a raven on the eaves" but came into "the house like a dove" in
the 1608 edition of Lantern and Candlelight, argued that the London
authorities "should purge the air of such infection; your breath of
justice should scatter those foggy vapours, and drive than out of
your gates as chaff tossed by the winds" (Judges 349, 350). But
Dekker, unlike Stubbes, seams to have understood the seemingly
infinite ability of prostitutes to overcome any obstacle and
pointed out the difficulties such a task would entail:
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If before she ruffled in silks, now is she more civilly
attired than a midwife. If before she swaggered in
taverns, now with the snail she stirreth not out of
doors. And where must her lodging be taken up, but in the
house of some citizen, whose known reputation she borrows
(or rather steals), putting it on as a cloak to cover her
deformities?

(Judges 349)

Even though harassed by the moralistic diatribes of the Church
and puritans and the barbs of satiric

pamphleteers, prostitution

survived— indeed thrived— in the reign of Elizabeth. But it often
came under what amounts to ritualistic attack by citizens and
apprentices. Lawrence Stone claims that
Prostitutes congregated in London in profusion, partly to
supply the needs of the twenty to thirty thousand
bachelor apprentices in the city. The apprentices both
used and abused these women, and in the seventeenth
century were accustomed to work off their frustrations on
Shrove Tuesday by pulling down bawdy houses, ostensibly
to remove temptation during Lent.

(391)

Temptation to engage in extra-marital activities may have been
greater during Lent than at other times. Keith Thomas points out
that Lent was "regarded by many Catholic clergy as an improper time
for marital intercourse, and the findings of modern demographers
suggest that the Lent period in early modern Europe may have been
marked by fewer conceptions than at other times of the year" (620).
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The reduced number of conceptions imply that there was either an
unusual measure of fidelity to the restrictions of Lent, or, less
optimistically, visits to the bawdy houses increased. The removal
of a source of temptation is, then, a plausible explanation for
attacks on the brothels. But it is also possible that the
destruction of the houses was a part of the festivities associated
with Shrovetide. Peter Burke claims that there were "three major
themes in Carnival, real and symbolic: food, sex, and violence"
(186). Food, Burke suggests, was the most obvious: "It was meat
which put the came in Carnival. Heavy consumption of pork, beef,
and other meat actually took place and was symbolically represented
as well. [The figure of] 'Carnival' had chickens and rabbits
hanging from his clothes" (186). C a m e , of course, "also meant 'the
flesh'," and Burke points out that "Carnival was a time of
particularly intense sexual activity...Weddings often took place
during Carnival, and mock weddings were a popular form of game"
(186). Carnival was also a time when ribald songs filled with
double entendre were virtually obligatory, when wooden phallic
symbols were passed through crowds, and when phallic masks were
worn by participants (Burke 186-87).
There was, however, a darker side to all the festivities. Burke
explains that
Carnival was not only a festival of sex but a festival of
aggression, of destruction, desecration. Indeed, one
should think of sex as the middle term connecting food

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

39

and violence. The violence, like the sex, was more or
less sublimated into ritual. Verbal aggression was
licensed at this season; maskers were allowed to insult
individuals and to criticise the authorities. This was
the time to accuse your neighbor of being cuckolded or
beaten by his wife. (187)
Aggression was typically "displaced on to objects which could not
easily defend themselves, such as cocks, dogs, cats, and Jews"
(Burke 187). It is, of course, likely that the whores, themselves
objects of lust, outsiders in the community, and essentially unable
to defend themselves, could have become the victims of displaced
aggression. If the feelings of M. P., the author of a late
sixteenth century (?) broadside, are typical, prostitutes were
considered little more than female highwaymen waylaying innocent
men on their way home:
It is a great abuse.
in London at this day,
Now in the street many nightly meet
such wenches on the way.

Which causeth many a man,
that would go home in quiet,
Upon such queans to spend his means,
in filthiness and riot.

(Marshburn and Velie 158)

M. P. conveniently forgets that if there were no patrons there
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would be no whores, but the women are, nonetheless, seen as a
threat to the men of the community. Such feelings during a period
of licensed aggression, in addition to removing temptations during
Lent, can help to explain why on Shrove Tuesday
violence by apprentices was as regular as
pancake-eating: 'Youths arm'd with cudgels, stones,
hammers, rules, trowels and handsaws put playhouses to the
sack and bawdy-houses to the spoil', with their pockets
full of stones to pelt the constable and his men when they
arrived on the scene. (Burke 188)
The state also was not idle in the persecution of whores,
although it was considerably more subtle than the fiery Stubbes and
less ritualistic than the Carnival participants. One of the primary
institutions used by the state in its attempt to regulate the
sexuality of the populace was the church, which was itself
controlled by the state after Henry VIII proclaimed himself
"Supreme Head." Particularly useful to the state was the Book of
Homilies.
The first edition of the Homilies was published in 1547 with
the ostensible purpose of serving as an aid to ignorant parish
priests carrying out their regular preaching duties. Yet they were
also "a response to the state's convictions that a popular
conversion to the religious policies it adopted might require
coercion" (Bond 3). And soon after their introduction to the
English pulpits, it became apparent that the "homilies could be
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used as a standard for measuring conformity [among preachers] and a
means of controlling maverick preachers of whatever persuasion"
(Bond 5). To exert further control over the clergy, "all preaching
licenses, except those signed by the king, Somerset, or Cranmer,
were revoked." Those clergy who lost their license were instructed
to rely on the book of homilies because those sermons would prevent
seditious preaching and frustrate efforts of ministers to bring
people to their own opinion (Bond 6). This desire to control the
clergy carried over into Elizabeth's reign with a vengeance:
"Throughout her reign Elizabeth demonstrated such extraordinary
confidence in the homilies that we can only conclude that she saw
their use as a compliment to the control she wielded over Paul's
Cross" (Bond 9). The queen also refused to admit that the original
purpose of the homilies had been to help ignorant clergy. In fact,
she "insisted on the durability of the homilies as a means of
keeping potentially wayward clergy in check" (Bond 9). By
controlling what was said from the pulpit, Elizabeth could prevent
theological error— at least what the state considered error— and
avoid controversy (Bond 10). To assist her attempts to regulate the
clergy, Elizabeth thought their numbers should be limited, that
three or four ministers per county would be sufficient (Bond 10). A
minimal

number of clergy also allows for easy surveillance and

control of the pulpit by the state. But a more sinister quality of
the homilies came to light with the inclusion of the Homily against
Disobedience and Wilful Rebellion in 1570. Written as a response to
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the Northern Rebellion, the Homily was quickly added to the second
edition, compelling essentially loyal subjects to hear it
incessantly. And it is certainly apparent that its inclusion with
the other homilies "was to concede more or less openly that the
government conceived of homilies, first and foremost, as political
measures" (Bond 11).
In addition to sermons on faith, salvation, charity, and
obedience, the homilies also include an admonition against
prostitution and adultery. Because homilies were used as political
measures, it is possible that they also represent an early attempt
by the state to regulate the sexuality of subjects. Vice was
evidently seen as rampant, as Thomas Becon, the author of An
Homilie of Whoredome and Uncleannesse, argued that prostitution and
fornication had "overflowed almoste the whoole worlde, unto the
greate dishonor of God, the excedyng infamie of the name of Christ,
the notable decay of true religion and the utter destruction of the
publique wealthe" (Bond 174). Becon also claimed that prostitution
is "cornpted no sin at al, but rather as a pastyme, a dalliaunce,
and but a touche of youthe, not rebuked but winked at, not punyshed
but laughed at" (Bond 174).
The hcmily goes on to point out that the scriptures warn
against whoredom and adultery, focusing primarily on the belief
that
whosoever ccmmitteth whorederne synneth against his awne
body. Dooe ye not knowe that youre membres are the temple
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of the Holy Ghoste whiche is in you, whcxn also ye have of
God, and ye are not youre awne? For ye are derely bought;
glorifie God in your bodies &c, and a litle before he
saieth: Dooe ye not knowe that your bodies are membres of
Christe. Shall I then take the membres of Christ and make
them membres of an whore? God forbid. Do ye

not knowe

that he whiche cleveth to an whore is made one body

with

her?...How unsemely a thyng is it, then, to cease to bee
incorporate and one with Christe, and through whoredome
to be joined and made all one with an whore!

(Bond 178)

Copulation with a prostitute is seen, obviously, as a grievous
offense. It is, according to the homily, the root of all sin, a
"fylthy lake, foule puddle and

stynkyng synke, wherinto all kyndes

of synnes and evils flow, wher also they have their restyng place
and abydinge." All sins are "joyned with fornication and whoredom.
It is a monstre of manye heades: it receyveth all kyndes of vices
and refuseth all kyndes vertues" (Bond 179-80).
While clearly considered a sin against God, prostitution is
also seen as detrimental to the body of the subject and the state.
It is "an enemy to the pleasaunte flour of youth," and it brings
"gray heares and olde age before the tyme." Whoredom corrupts all
the gifts of nature, causes the "Frenche pockes, with other diverse
diseases," brings forth "many bastards and misbegotten children, to
the high displeasure of God and dishonoure of holy wedlocke" and
causes people to "consume all their substaunce and goodes, and at
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the laste falle into suche extreme poverty that afterward they
steale and so are hanged" (Bond 180). From the perspective of a
state-sanctioned sermon, prostitution was the cause of all the
moral and economic woes of the nation and populace.
How effective the homilies were in regulating sexual misconduct
is subject to debate. Clearly the state thought they were useful.
The "Homilie Against Whoredom" served to point out the evils of
sexual misbehavior, and the prostitution it railed against provided
the state with a scapegoat for poverty and the excessive number of
bastards in sixteenth-century England. Yet it must be stressed that
the homilies were far from popular, and compulsory church
attendance was also frowned upon— or just simply ignored— by the
masses. Keith Thomas argues that "it can be confidently said that
not all Tudor or Stuart Englishmen went to some kind of church,
that many of those who did went with considerable reluctance"
(159). Martin Ingram claims that the poor and illiterate may not
have gone to church at all because "attendance and participation in
the sacraments were in many parishes regarded primarily as the duty
of householders; servants, and perhaps young peqple generally, were
neither expected or encouraged to attend regularly" (Church Courts
106). Although there was blatant disregard of church attendance by
many, churchwardens and other officials rarely reported offenders.
Even those
who were keen to enforce religious observances may often
have relied primarily on local chiwyng, reporting only

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

45

obdurate or persistent offenders to the courts. For these
reasons, presentments for negligent attendance at church
and failure to receive communion undoubtedly
under-represent the actual numbers of offenders.
(Ingram, Church Courts 107)
Given such lax enforcement and general disinterest, it is little
wonder that people were said to "go ten times to an alehouse,
before they go once to church" (Reay 95).
Even when people did attend church, disrespect toward the
priest was common and was occasionally punished in the church
courts. A Cambridgeshire man, for example, was "charged with
indecent behavior in church in 1598 after his ’most loathsome
farting, striking, and scoffing speeches' had occasioned 'the great
offence of the good and the great rejoicing of the bad"' (Thomas
162). And the man was hardly an isolated case. Barry Reay points
out that "Fighting, spitting, letting off guns, vomiting,
urinating, farting, knitting, sewing, trading, playing cards,
singing, and practical joking...were the kinds of behavior that
scmetimes went on in church during divine worship" (92). Even
though juvenile transgressions were common and "Labourers,
servants, the young and the very poor may rarely have attended
church" (Reay 95), the use of the Homilies continued to be
mandatory in the English church. While they may not have been heard
by all, they were heard by those who did manage to appear in church
occasionally. And it is interesting that attempts to coerce
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subjects into church increased steadily from 1570 (Ingram, Church
Courts 107), an effort that coincides with the inclusion of the
Homily Against Disobedience and Wilful Rebellion and implies that
the Homilies were, in fact, an early attempt to control the various
appetites of the populace.
Warnings against fornication and prostitution were not, of
course, the sole property of the church. They often found their way
into royal proclamations and treatises, one of the most popular
being James' instructions to his son, Henry. Basilikon Doron was
first published in a secret edition of seven copies in Scotland in
1599. It was released in England shortly after the death of
Elizabeth and was quite successful (Willson 135-36). The Second
Book of the work contains what amounts to a little sermon against
fornication. The King advises Henry to keep his body clean and free
from sin until marriage. While fornication is seen as "a light and
veniall sin"— a point that verifies the complaints of Latimer,
Stubbes, and Becon— it is to be considered a breach of God's law
and should be regarded as such by the prince (Mcllwain 34). And
fornication is again believed to be

the source of a multitude of

other sins:
And consider, if a man shall once take vpon him, to count
that light, Which God calleth heauie; and veniall that,
which God calleth grieuous; beginning first to measure
any one sinne by the rule of his lusts and appetites, not
of his conscience; what shall let him doe so with the
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next, that his affections shall stirre him to, the like
reason seruing for all: and so to go forward till he
place his whole corrupted affections in God's roome? And
then what shall come of him; but as a man giuen ouer to
his own filthy affections, shall perish in them.
(Mcllwain 34)
The parallels with the homilies are apparent, and James also
believed that the monarch should follow the laws he established,
advising his son to let his "owne life be a law-booke and mirrour
to your people; that therein they may read the practise of their
owne lawes; and therein they may see, by your image, what life they
should lead" (Mcllwain 30).
Janes evidently believed prostitution to be a problem in the
early months of his reign and followed the actions of his Henrician
predecessors, ordering the houses and rooms in the suburbs of
London torn down in a proclamation dated September 16, 1603. The
overt reason for his action was to prevent the "spread of plague by
'dissolute and idle persons'. The measure, which was strictly
enforced during the following months bore heavily upon the numerous
brothels and gaming houses" (Lever xxxii-xxxiii). The proclamation
was, however, directed "against Inmates and multitudes of dwellers
in strait Roomes and places in and about the Citie of London"
(Stuart Royal Proclamations 47), so it seems reasonable to assume
that the real focus of the order was the congregation of indigent
persons in a concentrated area. But the new king's desire to
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appease conservative elements in his realm may have also been
involved. Seigel claims that the proclamation was not so much
motivated by plague control as James' desire to sway public opinion
in his favor (84). Puritan diatribes against the brothels and the
theatre were numerous in the years preceding James' ascension. J.
W. Lever points out that
In the 1580s the reforming campaign against corruption
and vice...was conducted largely by Puritan extremists.
Writers like Stubbes and Thomas Lupton called for a
theocratic commonwealth which would put an end to the
laxity of a time when fines, or standing in a white sheet
were considered sufficient punishment for whoredom.
Strict measures, including the death penalty, were urged
against prostitution, adultery, incest, and fornication,
(xlvi)
Given all the attacks in sermons and pamphlets, it seems likely,
Seigel argues, "that an attack on prostitution was a politically
safe move, guaranteed to win public approval" (84). Although James
did attempt to appease the Puritans where he could, giving what
amounted to political asylum to some English Puritans in Scotland
during Elizabethan persecutions and interceding with Elizabeth on
behalf of others (Willson 109), the measure of indulgence he was
willing to extend to Puritan opinion is questionable. Expressing
his attitude toward than in Basilikon Doron, James warned Henry
that the Puritans were
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verie pestes in the Church and Comman-weale, whom no
deserts can oblige, neither oathes or promises bind,
breathing nothing but sedition and calumnies, aspiring
without measure, railing without reason, and making their
own imaginations (without any warrant of the word) the
square of their conscience.

(Mcllwain 24)

James' hatred of Puritans did, however, extend mainly from
political disagreement rather than religious. In a 1603 speech
delivered before Parliament, the king claimed that the Puritans did
not differ so much "from vs in points of religion, as in their
confused form of Policie and Paritie, being euer discontented with
the present gouernment, & impatient to suffer any superiority,
which maketh their sect vnable to be suffered in any wel gouerned
Commonwealth" (Mcllwain 274). The nature of such invective directed
against Puritans over differences in polity renders any suggestion
that James would take such extreme political measures simply to
placate them debatable.
While Tudor and Stuart monarchs of the period made varying
efforts to hold prostitution in check, they failed to recognize
that it was necessarily a consequence of poverty. But falling into
the trade did not necessarily alleviate a woman's financial
dilemma. Robert Jutte writes that
For many prostitutes practising their illicit profession
in early modern towns it can be stated that poverty was
the result as well as the cause of their taking to
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prostitution, and it was also the condition in which most
of them lived while engaged in their immoral activity.
Some historians seem to be surprised that there were only
few prostitutes under the recorded poor in pre-industrial
towns, but after all, prostitution was often a temporary
alternative to poverty and it was not an occupation that
one was willing to declare.
England as a whole prospered

(156)

under the Tudors, but poverty,

unemployment, and inflation were ever-present problems. Henry VII1s
fiscal policies, although somewhat unethical, were sound, and at
the time of his death in 1509 his wealth was estimated between
1,300,000 and 1,800,000 pounds (Read 20).

J.J. Scarisbrick points

out that "Henry VII had been more interested in winning commercial
advantage than bits of Prance and preferred the receipt books of
the treasury of the Chamber to the old-fashioned luxuries of war
and flamboyant diplomacy" (Scarisbrick 21).
Henry VIII, however, lacked his father's forward-looking
policies and frugality. He promptly led England into yet another
phase of the Hundred Years War, rejected his father's "notion of a
king's function, quickly dissipat[ed] his inherited treasure, set
Scotland once more at violent odds with England and [paid] little
attention to the Americas and Asia" (Scarisbrick 21). Henry's
indefatigable appetite for war nearly bankrupted his kingdom, in
spite of an efficient— albeit oppressive— tax system set up by
Wolsey. There was simply no way for the government to wage war and
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balance its books (Guy 99).
To further complicate the Crown's financial problems, the
commons were pleading poverty from excessive taxation by 1523 (Guy
100). With Parliament's refusal to grant excessive taxes, the
commons' inability to pay more, and the price of funding allies in
the war effort, Henry found his war chest empty when he wished to
invade France again in 1525 (Guy 102). In order to fund yet another
war effort, Wolsey attempted to create a non-parliamentary tax
called the "amicable grant" (Guy 102). Henry and Wolsey had,
however, overestimated the will and ability of the people to give
money to the war effort. The commissioners sent to collect the
grant "found wretchedness, ugly recalcitrance, and open criticism
of royal policy" (Erickson 173). Tax collectors were stopped along
the roads by groups of ragged people begging for relief from
further taxes. Others attempted to pay in livestock or goods rather
than coin (Erickson 173).

The end result was a tax rebellion. The

rebels were quickly crushed, but the Amicable Grant was dissolved.
To make up some of the revenue lost in foolish wars and
prodigious personal expenditure, Henry turned to Church property.
The suppression of the monasteries had been carried out since the
days of Henry V, but it was accelerated by Wolsey, dissolving "some
thirty houses of monks, canons, or nuns between 1524 and his fall
[in 1529]" (Guy 112).

Under Cromwell, however, the suppression

took on a grand scale.
The clergy and their monastic houses were far from popular in
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sixteenth century England. G. R. Elton points out that the higher
clergy were disliked because of their wealth and pretentious
behavior. The lesser clergy were held in equal disdain due to their
"rapacity and pretensions with which their intellectual equipment,
material means, and private morality too rarely kept pace" (Elton
102). The Church held at least one third of all the land in
England, and the revenues of the largest abbeys and bishoprics
exceeded those of the greatest temporal lords (Elton 103).
Excessive Church wealth was, of course, coveted by secular
authorities, who believed that they could put it to more productive
uses.
Such popular resentment proved useful to a king whose own lack
of popularity was exceeded only by his lack of money. Thomas
Cromwell had promised to make Henry the richest King in all
Christendom, and he promptly turned his eyes toward monastic wealth
(Read 74). His first step was to set up a system of visitation to
all the monastic houses in the realm. Those with an annual income
of less than 200 pounds were dissolved and their property turned
over to the king. After putting down the Pilgrimage of Grace,
Cromwell dissolved the larger houses and presented his king with
lands whose annual rental fees yielded at least 100,000 pounds
(Read 75-76).
While much has been made of the widespread poverty brought
about by the suppression of the monasteries, such speculation is
only marginally accurate. Elton argues that the "dissolution hardly
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aggravated the problem of poor reliefs neither had the monasteries
played a great part in supplying it, nor did the number of paupers
much increase" (149). Yet it cannot be denied that there was seme
measure of unemployment caused by the closure of the monasteries.
Jasper Ridley points out that the local gentry resented Wolesy's
initial suppression as it "caused local unemployment when the
servants in the houses lost their jobs...deprived the poor of alms,
the travellers of hospitality, and the local inhabitants of what
were...places of pilgrimage and worship" (Henry VIII 151). Most of
the displaced monks received "pensions proportionate to the
standing and the revenues of their houses, but clerical taxes were
deducted at the source and only abbots and priors found themselves
living among the country gentry" (Guy 148).
The effect of the dissolution on women is probably inpossible
to determine, but it is likely that a substantial number of cooks,
cleaning women, chambermaids, and prostitutes

were displaced after

the monasteries fell. Ridley points out that Cromwell's
examinations discovered a number of whores. At Farley it was "found
that the Prior had eight whores, and most of the monks also had
whores, though a smaller number than the Prior." At Langdon Abbey,
the Abbot was caught in

bed with a woman. When the door to his hut

was knocked down, the visitors found "his 'whore, alias his
gentlewoman' hiding in a hole in the floor." The Prior of the
Crossed Friars in London was found "in bed with a whore at eleven
o'clock in the morning on a Friday in Lent" (Henry VIII 255). While
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it is quite likely that some of the members of the religious houses
failed to lead chaste lives, it should also be stressed that
Cromwell was determined to have the monastic lands for his king,
and many of the charges leveled against the monks may have been
exaggerated to expedite his cause— the case of the Prior of the
Crossed Friars is almost too convenient to be indisputable. Yet the
findings of the visitation, if taken as only half true, still imply
a large number of prostitutes either brought to or kept in the
monasteries. And it is very likely that these women found
themselves taking up residence in the villages surrounding the
monasteries or wandering to London's streets and houses of
ill-repute after the dissolution.
More detrimental to the poor than the dissolution of the
religious houses were the practices of enclosure and engrossing of
formerly common farmland. The manorial system was an open field
arrangement, the arable land holdings distributed among the
individual tenants with whatever grazing privileges the common land
could afford attached. A single manor supported a large population,
and most were self-sustaining, but they produced very few surplus
crops. Rents were typically fixed by custom, and their value
steadily decreased as inflation mounted (Read 111). Given such
circumstances, landowners had every reason to look for methods to
increase their revenue, and the simplest way to do this was to
raise sheep. G. R. Elton points out that sheep were easy to keep
and feed, required little labor, and yielded significant incomes in
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a time when the demand for wool and mutton was high (Elton 230).
But enclosures, the Tudor theorists believed, "brought about the
decay of villages and the neglect of demolition of houses, and
caused unemployment (Guy 91). Thomas More thought that enclosures
displaced poor people and

eventually forced then to steal, "For

which they will, justly no doubt, be hanged. And if they are caught
at vagrancy and begging they will be imprisoned" (Utopia 37).
While not all enclosures were totally devastating to the rural
populace, some large landowners "somehow consolidated large
stretches of open field— by evicting [their] tenants or by
purchase— and put the land to pasture" (Elton 232). This practice
of engrossing was substantially more detrimental to the rural poor
as the new owners, often outside speculators who knew little or
nothing of former tenants, "demolished superfluous farmhouses, left
then to decay, or downgraded them to accommodate cottagers.
Amalgamated properties were then enclosed and sold, or leased, to
genuine farmers at a profit" (Guy 92).
The overall effect of the enclosures is difficult to assess.
Certainly some villages were depopulated— particularly in cases
where engrossing took place. The government thought the problem
serious enough to warrant statutes forbidding new enclosures in
1489 and 1514-15. Henry VIII issued a proclamation in 1514(?)
ordering those responsible for engrossing and the destruction of
houses on the property to "cause

all and every of the said houses

of husbandry yet standing, whereunto the said lands to be put in
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tillage as is beforesaid do appertain or belong, to be inhabited
and dwelt in by husbandmen or laborers according as it was before
the engrossing of the said houses" (TKP I, 123). And a national
inquiry was carried out in 1517-18 to determine the number of
buildings destroyed, amount of land enclosed, by whom, where, and
when. As a result of the inquiry, 222 cases were brought to court
(Guy 92-93). While many of the cases were trivial, it is true that
rural society was becoming polarized between landowners and
dispossessed tenants. Furthermore, as William Hunt points out, "the
concentration of land in the hands of larger farmers coincided with
considerable population growth. The combination of these two
processes made it increasingly difficult for the 'vulgar and common
sort'...to establish themselves on the land" (39). And the
destruction of subsistence farms
interacted with the natural population increase to swell
the class of landless wage laborers...The abundance of
rural laborers drove real wages down. The purchasing
power of agricultural wages was 40 percent lower in 1570
than in 1450. As a result it became impossible to support
a household containing young children or infirm adults on
wage labor alone.

(Hunt 40-41)

Official fear of the landless and dispossessed may well have been
the true motivation for government action in the engrossing
problem. The 1514 (?) proclamation indicates considerable concern on
the part of the authorities because
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an infinite number of the King's subjects, for lack of
occupation, hath fallen and daily do fall unto idleness
and consequently unto thefts and robberies? and finally
by the rigor of the laws of this realm, many of them have
been put to the execution of death, to the great
depopulation and weakening of this noble realm, and the
lamentable remembrance and great heaviness unto the King's
highness. (TKP I, 122)
A later proclamation issued on 14 July, 1526, implies that
engrossing was depopulating the realm of craftsmen, and it was
causing an increase of "idleness, the mother of all vices, sin, and
mischief" (TKP I, 154).
Exactly how many people were poor may be inpossible to
determine. John Guy argues that the "number of people totally
dependent on wages was much less than half the total population,
even by 1603...Perhaps two-fifths of the population were on the
margin of subsistence...and an official survey [of the number of
vagrants or sturdy beggars] in 1569 put the figure at 13,000— a
mere 0.4 per cent of the population" (Guy 43). The poor and
unemployed were, however, considered a threat by the
property-owning class: "They were idle and delinquent? they
preferred begging and stealing to a hard day's work? they migrated
not to seek employment, but to take advantage of urban and parish
welfare schemes" (Guy 43). To further complicate matters, soldiers
returning from the indefatigable succession of wars found

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

58

themselves "no longer protected by their lords as in feudal times.
Instead, they would end up as beggars or were hanged for crimes"
(Haselkorn 14). Discharged soldiers who could find no form of
employment often took to the roads, and men in desperate
circumstances who were quite familiar with violence and killing
lend a considerable degree of legitimatization to the consistent
fear of wandering bands of vagrants that was so prevalent in the
sixteenth century. More went so far as to argue that wars were in
large part responsible for the creation of vagrants and thieves:
You might as well admit that we should favor thieves
because of wars, for you will never be lacking in the
former as long as you have the latter. For the two
professions are so closely related that thieves sometimes
play the role of brave soldiers and soldiers the role of
industrious thieves. (Utopia 35)
The problem was perennial and showed no signs of relenting as late
as 1610 when the author of Martin Markall, Beadle of London pointed
out that
after wars it is commonly seen that those that went out
honest, return home again like roisters...Is it not seen
commonly after wars more robbing, thieving, begging and
murdering than before, and those to stand in highways to
ask alms, whom men are afraid to say Nay unto honestly,
lest it be taken away from them violently, and have more
cause to suspect their strength than to pity their need?
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(Judges 394)
Demobilized soldiers did not, of course, make up the bulk of those
reduced to vagrancy and begging. Any kind of unemployment often
took the form of vagrancy. Those who could not find work
at home took to the roads, at first no doubt because they
hoped to be luckier elsewhere, but some of them soon
because they began to prefer vagabondage and begging. The
country was full— or comparatively full— of men, women,
and children, moving from place to place, maintaining
themselves by begging and living on charity, often
organised into bands which

were capable of terrorising

isolated farmsteads or small

villages. Marry of them,

especially those that drifted to London, were
professional criminals. (Elton 188)
The poor were also a concern of the government and magistrates
for less than altruistic reasons because both "feared the dangers
of vagrancy, especially at times of dearth or political crisis:
their immediate mental responses were to assume that the people
were unemployed because they were idle, and then to deem 'wilful'
unemployment to be criminal" (Guy 43). The first reaction of a
government unable to understand the difference between sturdy
beggars and the impotent poor "was to hate and to punish and to
wipe out by force. Whipping and branding seemed the only answer in
an age which regarded suffering with indifference and idleness
among the lower orders as wicked" (Elton 188). The poor were placed
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in categories by the codifying legislation of 1598 and
1601— although the motivation was as much the fear of vagrancy and
food riots as charity.
Economic conditions deteriorated drastically as early as 1551:
"Population had climbed, harvests were bad, prices high, and 'the
sweat' killed thousands" (Guy 218). Landowners responded to the
situation by attempting to control the poor with strict moral
codes. Promiscuity and alehouse keeping were both suppressed. Guy
points out that "open begging was forbidden, while vagrants caught
idle more than once were to suffer whipping and ear-cropping'1
(220). Attempts to do something about the vagrancy problem and poor
relief had mixed results. Henry VIII, annoyed by the assemblage of
vagabonds who gave "themselves to no labor or honest kind of
living, but entertain[ed] with theft [and] falsehood play" and
their propensity to give themselves over to the "detestable vices
and fashions commonly used at the bank and such like naughty
places," thought that the problem could be rectified by employing
such persons in the galleys (TRP I, 352). Such posturing evidently
came to naught because there was a need to issue the Vagrancy Act
of 1547, which, was, Guy points out, a total failure with its
impractical suggestion that vagrants be bound as slaves for two
years (221). Slightly more successful was Elizabeth's 1563
legislation that authorized weekly parish collections for the
benefit of the poor (Guy 221). The "donations" were, however, often
difficult to procure and sometimes inadequate. Paul Slack points
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out that part of the "opposition to the poor-laws was, of course,
self-interested. Taxation for poor relief was vehemently
resisted...because it was taxation" (233). Refusing to contribute
could lead to inprisonment, but donations could be as small as an
individual chose (Guy 326). After the expiration of the act, a 1572
bill was approved for the punishment of vagrants and poor relief:
"Adult vagrants were to be whipped and bored through the ear for a
first offence, condemned as felons for a second offence, and hanged
without benefit of clergy for a third" (Guy 326) The poor fared
somewhat better than the vagrants under the new legislation as the
act
instituted a scheme of compulsory local rates to relieve
the aged and dependent poor. JPs were to list the poor in
each parish, assess rates for their maintenance, and
appoint overseers to administer the welfare system,
deploying surplus funds to provide houses of correction
for vagrants. (Guy 326)
Attempts to put the poor to work were instituted by an act of 1576,
which called for the ordering of "raw materials such as wool, flax,
hemp, or iron, upon which the able-bodied unemployed could be set
to work at the parochial level" (Guy 326).
The Poor Law enacted in 1601 was, ostensibly, to relieve
unemployment. The law was "an enlightened attempt to rehabilitate
the poor by giving them work" (Haselkorn 15). It was not, however,
altogether successful, one of its most substantial flaws being fact
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that it failed to take into account the basic liberty of the poor.
Those deemed unemployable were sent to the House of Correction,
"for the rehabilitation through penal labor of vagabonds, idlers,
and unwed mothers" (Hunt 66), where they "received just enough
sustenance to maintain existence. A young idler was often forced to
become an apprentice to a fanner or tradesman" (Haselkorn 15).
Women were provided with practical training,
sometimes by apprenticeships for girls, but much of it in
the workhouses, newly set up under the Elizabethan poor
laws. These taught such skills as knitting, lacemaking,
and button-making, which might lead to nothing more than
ill-paid drudgery, but at least gave women more ways of
earning cash in their own support.

(Prior 13)

The logical consequence of this flawed poor relief was that many of
the poor simply avoided the provisions of the law and took the risk
of being "thieves, rogues and harlots rather than submit to the
punitive actions of this act" (Haselkorn 15). Vagrancy, while the
scourge of the property-owning class, at least provided the poor
with some small measure of freedom.
The English fear of vagrants was not entirely unfounded.
William Hunt points out that "many vagabonds, especially disbanded
soldiers, were desperate and often violent men, of whom
peace-loving citizens were quite rightly afraid" (Hunt 50). Anxiety
was aroused by the perceived threat vagrants posed to private
property (Guy 327). In 1580, for example, "a band of vagrants
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terrorized a household in Ballingdon until the entire town, and
several passing carters, were mustered to subdue them" (Hunt 50).
These same vagrants, after capture, were quite proud of themselves,
mocking passersby and making rude comments— one went so far as to
feign

madness and run naked through the town (Hunt 50). Six

vagrants, confined in Navestock, "threatened to kill the constables
who whipped than and stole chickens under the noses of their
guards." They also refused to leave until they had been served
breakfast the following morning, continuing the practice after they
had been conveyed to the next parish by refusing to leave until
they had dinner (Hunt 50).
Female vagrants were relatively common. Hunt explains that "of
124 vagrants presented to the Quarter Sessions between 1564 and
1572 [in Essex], more than a third (forty-six) were women" (52).
And the bands of rogues and vagabonds were believed to be often
accompanied by "doxies," women who were essentially wandering
prostitutes. Thomas Harman claimed in his Caveat for Common
Cursitors, a work that grossly exaggerated the organizational
capacity of the vagabonds, that women could not become doxies until
they "be broken and spoiled of their maidenhead by the upright-men,
and then they have the name of doxies, and not afore" (Judges 105).
While the more attractive doxies were kept for the pleasure of the
upright men, the "other inferior sort" resorted to trading sex for
food with gentlemen and servants, sometimes enticing the servants
to wander with them (Hunt 52).
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The potential of vagrants to cause property damage and their
proclivity for luring servants away from the manor clearly posed a
problem for the landed class, but distress was also caused by the
tendency of vagrants and the poor to produce illegitimate children.
Female vagrants would frequently sell their bodies for sustenance,
and Hunt argues that "there must have been a good deal of casual
procreation along the roads, lanes and pathways" (52). In an age
with no effective means of birth control, there must have been
substantial numbers of unwanted pregnancies. Abortion and the
murder of new-borns diminished the problem somewhat, but some
children were carried to term and abandoned.
The stationary poor posed a similar problem. Since the
inception of the Elizabethan Poor Laws, "parishes had the
responsibility for rearing orphaned or abandoned children born
within their boundaries and, in principle at least, for placing
them out as apprentices when they became old enough to work" (Hunt
75). The costs of maintaining the children could be prohibitive,
and unwed mothers were often moved from one parish to another by
townspeople in order to avoid paying for the child's care. Such
practices, of course, inspired resentment, and unwed mothers were
usually punished. Before 1580, punishment was typically confined to
the performance of public shaming. In a ritual similar to the
punishment doled out to prostitutes, offenders were required to
dress in a white sheet, carry a white rod, and confess their sin
before the congregation in church (Ingram, "Reform" 138-39). But
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after 1600, "the sentences grew harsher: women were to be whipped
until their backs were bloody. After 1610 they were also sent to
the House of Correction for a year" (Hunt 76). The houses of
correction served the dual purpose of getting the poor off the
street and providing them with some small measure of sustenance.
But they also served the state: they alleviated the vagabond
problon and gave the appearance of doing something about the poor.
Foucault points out that
confinement acquired another meaning. Its repressive
function was combined with a new use. It was no longer
merely a question of confining those out of work, but of
giving work to those who had been confined and thus
making them contribute to the prosperity of all. The
alternation is clear: cheap manpower in the periods of
full employment and high salaries? and in periods of
unemployment, reabsorption of the idle and social
protection against agitation and uprisings. Let us not
forget that the first houses of confinement appear in
the most industrialized parts of the country.
(Madness 51)
The problem of illegitimate children was considered quite
serious by the parishes, but the irony is that they brought some of
the predicament on themselves. As the price of caring for poor or
abandoned children rose, parishioners sometimes attempted to
prevent the marriage of poor couples by "refusing publication of
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the banns or by preventing the cersnony from taking place. The
normal motive was economic prudence: the more substantial
parishioners regarded the couple as too poor to marry and feared
they would burden the poor rates" (Ingram, "Reform" 145).
Disallowing marriage could lead to illegitimate children, and,
although their numbers were low— below twenty percent from 1550 to
1700— some women were pregnant before marriage (Stone 386-87). If
they were not allowed to marry the father or a suitable
replacement, these women had little choice but to bear an
illegitimate child, thus increasing the poor rates and subjecting
themselves to the consequences of bastard bearing.
Perhaps as an attempt to escape such penalties, many unwed
mothers filled the ranks of prostitutes. Stone claims that "many
recruits to the profession presumably began as unwed mothers, and
the rise of illegitimacy must, therefore, have increased the supply
of prostitutes" (Stone 392). Women facing unwanted pregnancy also
turned to prostitution as a matter of survival. Jutte points out
that
Once pregnant, dismissed by the employer, abandoned by
the man who seduced her, and with no family to which she
could return, the unmarried mother faced a bleak future.
The odds would seem heavily weighted on her becoming
first a part-time prostitute, realizing only when it was
already too late that prostitution in the economy of the
poor was a "one-way ticket." (157)
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Unmarried women between the age of twelve and forty also faced
the prospect of forced labor. Haselkorn points out that "a woman
falling into this category could be retained 'by the year, week or
day' to do any sort of work and at any wage" deemed acceptable to
local officials. Refusal could lead to confinement in prison "until
such time as she was willing to serve" (16). Prostitutes, of
course, faced penalties similar to those inposed upon unwed mothers
or the unemployed poor. But a Southwark brothel, a London tavern,
or a rented room in a rural home

could offer the women

"maintenance, a better home than that of a prisoner or forced
laborer." Those working in the brothels also had "some police
protection, and possibly even the opportunity to become a mistress
or wife" (Haselkorn 16). Other positive aspects of prostitution for
the poor women were supplied by the ineffectiveness of the early
modern police and the marginal powers of the church courts. The
police, quite simply, were "unscientific, untrained, and
unprofessional." Consequently, those breaking the law frequently
escaped prosecution (Haselkorn 16). The church courts had very
limited powers of enforcement. Those suspected of sexual misconduct
were typically sentenced to shaming rituals— at least before
1580— but Stone points out that "about half of all the accused
preferred to live in excommunication than to obey the summons of
the court, and only a small portion of those accused of sexual
deviation ever did public penance" (399). It is apparent, then,
that laws designed to help the poor and ineffective law enforcement
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actually helped create a class of lawbreakers.
Prostitutes came from all classes, but the most substantial
numbers obviously came from the lower ranks. Many worked in the
brothels in London or walked its streets, but whores could also be
found in the villages and wandering the countryside with loosely
organized bands of vagrants.
The significance of the prostitute to the Church and state is
apparent by all of the attacks launched against her, but she also
became quite important to the Renaissance stage. Playwrights,
sometimes echoing the prevailing sentiments of the Church and
state, often crafted her as a scheming villain, as a source of
depravity destroying the morality and good sense of "honorable"
men— the vile plots of Marston's Francischina in The Dutch
Courtesan providing a prime example. Others, Ben Jonson, for
example, saw prostitutes as objects of fun, his Dol serving as a
scourge to the foibles of his society. But Shakespeare seems to
have taken a different direction in his depiction of women in the
sex trade. While his whores are subjected to certain
indignities— chastisement by other characters, being considered a
source of disease, being carried away to prison— there seems to be
an undercurrent of sympathy for the circumstances of the women that
is not so apparent in the work of his contemporaries. Mistress
Overdone, for example, shows what appears to be genuine fear for
her circumstances when she discovers that her brothel is to be torn
down. Although she fades into the darkness of a prison cell in the
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play, Shakespeare is criticising the laws that put her there,
something clearly omitted in many plays of the period. Contrary to
the opinions expressed in much recent criticism, Shakespeare often
presents prostitutes in a sympathetic light, perhaps realizing that
many of the women working in the brothels beside the Globe had cane
to that position because of poverty or the lack of meaningful
government assistance, something that may have reduced the number
of prostitutes had it been effective. But even the stage whore came
to be a source of controversy and the target of much puritan
propaganda, and perhaps this contributed to Shakespeare's decision
to cast the prostitute favorably, presenting her as a person with
real concerns in the face of puritan works and official
proclamations and laws that reduced such women to little more than
monsters preying on innocent men. Shakespeare was a social critic,
choosing to give a voice to the lowest of the lew, to depict the
whore as more of a victim of the Church, state, and prejudices of
men than villain, something his contemporaries rarely considered.
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Chapter Two— Prostitution and the Stage: The Conservative Attack

Prostitution and the theatres were closely linked both
geographically and, at least in the opinion of many officials and
pamphleteers, morally. Taylor explains that the actors and the
prostitutes worked in the same buildings, lived off the
same customers; both simulated passions they did not feel;
both went through the motions without emotions. Whorehouse
and playhouse alike stood on the uncertain periphery of
the city and the law: condemned but condoned, persecuted
and permitted.

(390)

Although Taylor's comment about players not feeling the passion
portrayed in their art is subject to debate, his observations
regarding the connections between prostitution and the theatres are
quite accurate. Given the close proximity of the Rose, Swan, and
Globe to the Southwark brothels, there can be little doubt that
prostitutes were part of the audience. If the city officials and
puritans are to be taken seriously, the theatres were little more
than large brothels where any variety of illicit activity
imaginable took place.
While the situation was not as dire as puritan propaganda
implies, the connection between prostitution and the theatres was
considerably more substantial than geography. Many theatre owners,
for example, also owned brothels. Simple logic suggests that the
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financial concerns of some owners may also have had something to do
with the number of whores in the theatres. A man who owned a
theatre and a brothel could hardly be expected to resist the
temptation of placing whores in the audience to bring additional
business to the brothel. Gamini Salgado points out that there was
indeed a great deal of money to be made in the brothels, and "both
Philip Henslowe, the best-known impresario of the Elizabethan
theatre, and his son-in-law Edward Alleyn, the most celebrated
actor of the day, found brothel-owning as profitable as the
theatre" (39). Francis Langley, owner of the Swan Theatre, rented
various properties in Paris Garden, including buildings that served
as brothels (Salgado 41).
The clear connection between the theatres and brothels
indicates that there was some validity to the complaints of the
city government and puritans. But the number of whores peddling
their wares in the theatres was probably not as substantial as the
pamphleteers and London officials imply. Andrew Gurr suggests that
the
prevalence of whores— perhaps, given their commercial
motive in attending, we should say the availability of
whores— at the playhouses is attested throughout the
seventy-five years [1567-1642]. But such testimonies need
to be treated with...caution...Any meeting place for large
numbers of people was likely to be regarded as a market
for their goods by most of London's itinerant whores. How
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much they went to the playhouses in order to combine the
pleasures of being a spectator with the business of
marketing themselves there is no way of kno/ing.

(57)

Surrounded by brothels, the suburban theatres were a convenient
gathering place for Southwark's indigenous prostitutes, but the
number of such women in the audience was probably inflated by the
pamphleteers' cararon practice of leveling charges of harlotry
against any woman who went to the theatre unattended by her
husband. Gurr has shown that while women were frequent playgoers,
"their reasons for playgoing were most open to question and most
subject to attack" (57). Such attacks typically came fron
conservative pamphleteers who commonly linked the evil of the stage
with women. The theatre was, John Northbrooke claimed, a place
where audience members— particularly women— learned
howe to bee false and deceyue [their] husbandes, or
husbandes their wyues, howe to playe the harlottes, to
obtayne one's loue, how to rauishe, howe to beguyle, howe
to betraye, to flatter, lye, sweare, forsweare, how to
allure to whoredom, howe to murther, howe to poyson, howe
to disobey and rebell against princes, to consume
treasures prodigally, to mooue to lustes, to ransacke and
spoyle cities and townes, to bee ydle, to blaspheme, to
sing filthie songs of loue, to speake filthily, to be
prowde, howe to mocke, scoffe, and deryde any
nation...shall you not learne, then, at such enterludes
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howe to practice than? ...Therefore, great reason it is
that woman (especiallye) shoulde absent themselues from
such playes. (Chambers, 4:198-99)
Northbrooke considered the theatre dangerous, obviously, on moral
grounds, bemoaning the loss of people drawn away from their church
and led into a life of idleness by stage plays, a sentiment echoed
by many subsequent pamphleteers. Playgoers, Northbrooke claimed,
could "tarie at a vayne playe two or three houres, when as they
will not abide scarce one houre at a sermon" (Chambers, 4:198).
Philip Stubbes argued that the theatres lured "the people from
hering the word of God, from godly Lectures and sermons; for you
shall have them flocke thither thick and threefold, when the church
of God shalbe bare and ernptie" (Lvii). Decrying the presentation of
plays on the sabbath, Anthony Munday maintained that "the Church is
emptied, the yeard is filled; wee leave the sacrament, to feede our
adultrerous eies with the impure, & whorish sight of most filthie
pastime" (18). The theatre, so it seemed to some, had become a
surrogate church for many citizens, a prospect Stubbes deemed
"blasphomie intollerable" (Lvi v). State toleration of "histories
out of the scriptures," Northbrooke argued, had "stricken such a
blinde zeale into the heartes of the people, that they shame not to
say, and affirme openly, that playes are as good as sermons, and
that they learn as much or more at a play, than they do at God's
word preached" (Chambers, 4:198). Histories set out on the public
stages, of course, were notoriously flawed in the conservative
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opinion of the pamphleteers. The word of God and biblical histories
performed by "these blasphemous players, are so corrupted with
their gestures of scurrilitie, and so interlaced with vnclean, and
whorish speeches, that it is not possible to drawe anie profite out
of the doctrine of their spiritual moralities" (Munday 103)
One of the primary concerns of the pamphleteers and civic
authorities may have been the perceived rise of religious
heterodoxy. Stephen S. Hilliard points out that many puritans and
authorities "saw popular vernacular literature and drama as a
potential source of unorthodox ideas" (238). Such misgivings about
secular learning were, of course, nothing new, and the advocates of
humanistic education had long been compelled to defend their
beliefs regarding the possibility of peaceful coexistence— and
mutual benefit— between secular and religious instruction.
Erasmus, for example, wrote in the Enchiridion Militis Christiani
in 1503 that
a sensible reading of the pagan poets and philosophers is
a good preparation for the Christian life. We have the
example of St. Basil, who recommends the ancient poets for
their natural goodness. Both St. Augustine and St. Jerome
followed this method. St. Cyprian has worked wonders in
adorning the Scriptures with the literary beauty of the
ancients. Of course it is not my intention that you imbibe
the bad morals of the pagans along with their literary
excellence. I am sure that you will nonetheless find many
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examples in the classics that are conducive to right
living. Many of these authors were, of course, very good
teachers of ethics.

(36)

Endeavors into secular literature were, however, to be executed
with care and reason as "the reading of Homer and Virgil will be of
no use unless we look to its allegorical side" (Erasmus 36). And
all secular reading should be carried out "in a cursory manner, and
whatever is of real value in them should be applied and referred to
Christ" (Erasmus 36). Thomas More echoed Erasmus' defense of the
virtues of secular learning in a 1518 letter to the authorities of
Oxford University. The teaching of Greek at Oxford had recently
come under attack by a particularly zealous preacher who deemed
humanistic learning as inexorably secular. More argued that
No one has ever claimed that a man needed Greek and Latin,
or indeed any education to be saved. Still, this education
which [the preacher] calls secular does train the soul in
virtue...Moreover, even if men cane to Oxford to study
theology, they do not start with that discipline. They
must first study the laws of human nature and conduct, a
thing not useless to theologians; without such study they
might possibly preach a sermon acceptable to an academic
group, without it they would certainly fail to reach the
common man. And from whom could they acquire such skill
better than from the poets, orators, and historians?
(Letters 98-99)
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Erasmus and More clearly believed that secular learning could serve
to enhance religious study and preaching. They were not, however,
able to foresee the rapid expansion of the popularity of drama and
the subsequent avoidance or simple disregard of religious devotion
by the masses. The Church did not exercise the same control over
the collective will of the people that it had in the early
sixteenth century. The decline of centralized Church power and the
contemporary controversies between disparate factions certainly did
little to augment religious orthodoxy. If the commons were as
uncertain about religious belief as the pamphleteers claimed,
Hilliard argues, the "fear of the effects of drama had
validity...If a large segment of the audience seldom attended
sermons and were weakly instructed when they did. ..then the drama
may have shaped values and formed attitudes increasingly detached
from religious truth" (238).
Avoiding the church on Sundays, playgoers left themselves open
to a host of evils and potential heresies while attending plays.
Northbrooke claimed that "Satan hath not a more speedie way, and
fitter schoole to work and teach his desire, to bring man and women
into his snare of concupiscence and filthie lusts of wicked
whoredom, than those places, and plays and theatres are" (Chambers,
4:198). Reiterating Northbrooke, Stubbes believed that playgoers
were learning to "comtemne God and al his lawes, to care neither
for heaven nor hel, and to commit al kinde of sinne and mischeef"
while watching every vice imaginable portrayed in "enterludes and
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playes" (M).
Such casual disregard of the Sabbath, the pamphleteers claimed,
could only provoke the wrath of God. And on January 13, 1583--a
Sunday— a scaffold collapsed at Paris Garden during a bear-baiting.
Five men and two women were killed outright, and the number of
those who "carried away death, as it were in theyr bosomes, that
died the same night, or some little tyme after, the Lorde knoweth"
(Field Ci v-Cii). Ignoring the warnings of preachers who "cryed out
against [the] prophanations" of the theatre, John Field argued,
could only lead to further mishaps (Bvii v). Those who frequented
the Theatre and the Curtain could expect "that one day those places
will likewise be cast downe by God himselfe, & being drawen with
them a huge heape of such contempners and prophane persons vtterly
to be killed and spoiled in their bodies" (Field Ciii v).
The Paris Garden incident prompted the Lord Mayor to request
Lord Burghley's permission to suppress the practice of animal
baiting and playing on the Sabbath: "It giveth greate occasion to
acknowledge the hand of god for such abuse of the sabboth daie, and
moveth me in Consciens to beseche your Lp. to give order for
redresse of such contempt of gods service" (Chambers 4:292).
Burghley considered the situation convenient to have the baiting
and "other like prophane assemblies prohibited on the Saboth daie,
and if it shalbe requisite to have such like worldly pastimes, I
think some other daie within the week meeter for those purposes"
(Chambers 4:292). The letters of the Lord Mayor and Burghley do,
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however, imply a measure of opportunism. Public assemblies had long
been a thorn in the side of the authorities, and claiming divine
intervention in an accident provided government officials

with an

additional degree of authority in exercising further regulation of
the theatres and London citizens.
Suppression of the public playing during Elizabeth's reign had
been practiced long before the Paris Garden incident. On May 16,
1559, for example, a proclamation was issued

ordering justices of

the peace to
perrnyt none to be played wherin either matters of religion
or of the gouernaunce of the estate of the common weale
shalbe handled or treated, beying no meete matters to be
wrytten or treated vpon, but by menne of aucthoritie,
learning and wisedome, nor to be handled before arty
audience, but of graue and discreete persons: All which
parts of this proclamation, her maiestie chargeth to be
inuiolably kepte.

(Chambers 4:263)

Annabel Patterson argues the "1559 proclamation pointed not only to
a new era of local (municipal) supervision and jurisdiction over
the theaters, but also to a new hermeneutics of the drama, in which
playwrights were silently instructed to make plays that could
indeed be tolerated...and to develop their own prudential
strategies of representation (20). Players were not, as the measure
of invective leveled at them implies, always prudent, and the
animosity which was initially directed at the subject matter of the
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medieval cycle plays, Patterson claims, was eventually turned
toward the secular theatre, implying that the "iconoclasm
acquir[ed] an anti-populist flavor" (20).
One of the earliest Elizabethan anti-populist attacks,
Patterson points out, was launched by Archbishop Grindal in a 1564
letter to Cecil. Initially offering advice regarding "politike
orders...agaynste Infection," Grindal abruptly shifts the main
concerns of his letter from the plague to a denunciation of public
performances, claiming that nothing was more responsible for the
renewal of contagion than "the practise off an idle sorte of
people, which have been infamouse in all goode common weales: I
meane these Histriones, common playours" (Chambers 4: 267). The
players were guilty, Grindal claimed, of playing "specially on
holydayes," and the word of God "by theyr impure mowthes is
prophaned, and turned into scoffes" (Chambers 4:267). Clearly
religious scoffing and playing on holy days have no connection to
plague, although Grindal may have considered physical illness and
moral contagion indistinguishable (Patterson 20). Associating
disease and sin was, however, certainly not limited to Grindal.
Thomas White, for example, in 1577 reduced the theatre and sin to a
mere syllogism: "the cause of plague is sinne, if you looke to it
well: and the cause of sinne are playes: therefore the cause of
plagues are playes" (Chambers IV:197).

Grindal is slightly less

reductive than White, and what is particularly interesting about
his argument is the classification of players as idle persons— a
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category usually reserved for vagrants— implying that plays not
only encouraged sloth but were staged by the idle themselves.
Idleness was considered a threat to the security of the state
by many officials and pamphleteers. Henry VIII issued a
proclamation in 1544 bemoaning the gathering of London youth "and
many other light, idle, and evil-disposed persons" at performances
because they were
provoked thereby to all proneness, proclivity, and
readiness of diverse and sundry kinds of vice and sin, and
the said youth by that occasion not only provoked to the
unjust wasting and consuming of their master's goods, the
neglecting and omission of their faithful service and due
obedience to their said masters, but also to the no little
loss and hindrance of God's honor and the divine service
aforesaid, and to the augmenting

of many other

inconveniences more which daily spring and ensue thereof,
to the high displeasure of Almighty God, the great
nourishment and increase of much vice, sin, and idleness,
and to the great decay of the commonwealth. (TRP 1:341)
Due to the perceived threat posed by public performances, the king
demanded that no subject "of whatsoever estate, degree, or
condition he...be of, presume or take upon him...at any time
hereafter to play or set forth, or cause to be played, any manner
of interlude or cannon play" (TRP 1:342). It was, however, deemed
permissible for plays to be staged in the "houses of noblemen or of
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the lord mayor, sheriffs, or aldermen" (TRP 1:342). The primary
cause for concern, then, appears to have been an increase of public
performance carried out "in diverse and marry suspicious, dark, and
inconvenient places" (TRP 1:341). Plays performed without the
knowledge of the authorities, of course, provided opportunities for
sedition and, perhaps to a lesser extent, the corruption of youth
through unchaste liaisons.
In order to further curb public performances, Henry VIII
attempted to regulate the actors through vagrancy laws,

ordering

all "ruffians, vagabonds, masterless men, common players, and evil
disposed persons to serve his majesty and his realm in these his
wars in certain galleys" in a proclamation issued on 26 May, 1545
(TRP 1:352). Edward VI took somewhat less ruthless action,
prohibiting plays and interludes from August 9, 1549, to "the Feast
of All Saints next coming" (TRP 1:479). A second proclamation
taking action against "common players" was issued on April 28,
1550. No play

or interlude was to be performed in English without

"special license for the same in writing under his majesty's sign,
or signed by six of his highness9 Privy Council" (TRP 1:517).

On

May 16, 1559, Elizabeth, finding plays "that haue ben of late vsed,
are not conuenient in any good ordred Christian Common weale to be
suffred," demanded that city officials regulate the subject matter
presented by the players (Chambers TV:263). The Queen9s resolve to
control unauthorized public performance stiffened in the vagrancy
Act of 1572. The Act ordered city officials to incarcerate all
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persons caught begging or living "his or her Rogishe or Vacabondes
Trade of Lyef." Those convicted were to be "grevouslye whipped, and
burnte through the gristle of the right Eare with a hot Yron of the
compasse of an Ynche about, manifestinge his or her rogyshe kynde
of Lyef, and his or her Punyshment receaved for the same" (Chambers
IV: 270). Actors lacking the patronage of the nobility were
considered little more than semi-talented vagrants as all "Fencers
Bearewardes Common Players in Enterludes & Minstrels, not belonging
to any Baron of this Realms or towardes any other honorable
Personage of greater Degree...shalbe taken adjudged and deemed
Rogues Vacaboundes and Sturdy Beggers" (Chambers IV:270).
The vagrancy Act reveals some of the workings of power analyzed
by Michel Foucault in Discipline and Punish. Although the
punishment for vagrancy seems excessive— a second offense was
considered a felony, and a third carried a death sentence (Chambers
IV:270)— exercising control over the body of the condemned through
marking or torture was part of the operation of power in the early
modern state. Foucault argues that torture
was so strongly embedded in legal practice...because it
revealed the truth and showed the operation of power. It
assured the articulation of the written on the oral, the
secret on the public, the procedure of investigation on
the operation of the confession; it made it possible to
reproduce the crime on the visible body of the criminal;
in the same horror, the crime had to be manifested and
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annulled. It also made the body of the condemned man the
place where the vengeance of the sovereign was applied,
the anchoring point for the manifestation of power, an
opportunity of affirming the dyssymmetry of forces.

(55)

Boring a hole in the ear of convicted vagrants served as a physical
sign of the state's power over them, but it also served as a clear
indication of their social position. Perhaps, as Jean Howard
suggests, this stipulation of the Act was "consonant with the
desire to enforce the sumptuary laws" (Stage 27). But the vagrancy
Act of 1572, while very harsh towards those deemed idle, also had
the effect of being "a charter for the professional company. Frozen
out henceforth were the unlicensed players, because the Act sought
'to step poor strollers from pestering the country'" (Beier 97).
Creating companies of professional actors put a small number of
people into a position on the social hierarchy and made the
regulation of the strolling players slightly more manageable for
the authorities. But the Act does have menacing overtones for the
theatre. While indeed establishing professional companies, it was
in effect a measure of confinement, limiting the number of a
suspect class and placing them under the direct supervision of the
nobility— a measure quite similar to Henry VII's attenpt to confine
prostitution to a limited area through the brief closure and
subsequent reduction of the Southwark brothels.
Creating a class of professional players did not, however,
appease the panphleteers who considered the actors, "having...no
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legitimate vocation...no better than masterless men whatever their
tenuous connection to an aristocratic patron. And the audience who
watched them perform is...equally sunk in idleness and sensuality"
(Howard, Stage 25). Retaining players, argued Munday, was not a
mark of honor for the nobility as the "reteining of these
Caterpillers" led to the decay of the credibility of the nobles:
they are thought to be couetous by permitting their
seruants, which cannot liue of them selues, and whcme for
neerenes they will not maintaine, to liue at the deuotion
or almes of other

men, passing from countrie to countrie,

from one Gentleman's house to another, offering their
seruice, which is a kind of beggerie.

(75-76)

Stubbes, like Munday, believed that the players got their living
"vpon begging of eueryone that comes." Like all beggars, "they
ought to be punished, if they had their deserts" (M v).
One of the most prominent themes constantly evoked by the
pamphleteers and the state is that the theatre
signals the degeneracy of a nation in which men and women
have lost the will to work and have wandered from their
fixed stations and vocations...People at the theatre are
not where they should be (i.e. in their parishes, at work
or at worship); consequently, they are not who they should
be, but are released into a world of Protean shapshifting
with enormous destabilizing consequences for the social
order. (Howard, Stage 26, 27)
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Stephen Gossen, apparently distressed by casual disregard of the
sumptuary laws at the theatre, claimed in The Schoole of Abuse that
"the very hyerlings of some of our players, which stand at
reuersion of vi.s a weeke" would strut "vnder gentlemens noses in
sutes of silke." These upstarts, evidently lacking any form of
humility, looked "askance ouer the shoulder at euery man, of whan
the Sunday before they begged an almes" (Chambers IV:204). And in
his later Playes Confuted in Fiue Actions, Gossen found the
violation of the sumptuary laws at the theatre to be a signal of
the decline of the social order:
Most of the Players haue bene eyther men of occupations,
which they haue forsaken to lyue by playing, or common
minstrels, or trayned vp from theire childehood to this
afchoninable exercise & haue now no other way to get theire
liuinge...In a conmonweale, if priuat men be suffered to
forsake theire calling because they desire to walke
gentleman like in sattine & veluet, with a buckler
their heeles, proportion is so broken, vnitie dissolued,
harmony confounded, that the whole body must be dismembred
and the prince or the heade cannot chuse but sicken.
(Chambers IV: 218-19)
Stubbes found such insolence the source of the most grievous of
sins, as the wearing of "Apparel1 more gorgeous, sumptuous &
precious than our state, calling or condition of lyfe requireth"
caused a person to be "puffed vp into Pride, and inforced to thinke
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of our selues, more than we ought" (Bvii). While it was illegal for
commoners to mimic the dress of their superiors, Stubbes believed
that the law was ignored to the point where it was "verie hard to
knowe, who is noble, who is worshipfull, who is a gentleman, who is
not.„.This is a great confusion & a general disorder" (Cii v). In
Stubbes' diatribe, much like the homiles read during Elizabeth's
reign, the "worry seems to be that social distinctions are erased
by indiscriminate acquisition of sartorial finery: distinctions,
for example, between men and women, between chaste and modest women
and whores, between gentlemen and commoners" (Howard, Stage 33).
Women, the puritan pairphleteers argued, were particularly
vulnerable to the corruption propagated by the theatre. While
attending performances, they were quite clearly out of their
ordained social sphere, not at heme caring for the family and
hearth. By vacating the safety of their position, Howard points
out, "they [were] laid open to the gaze, and the lust, of many men,
and be[came] thsnselves inflamed by promiscuous gazing" (Stage 25).
Opening themselves to the gaze of so many men, dressed in "lavish"
attire and wearing cosmetics "like a filthie strumpet” (Stubbes F),
female playgoers were often considered to be little more than
whores fcy the pamphleteers and, evidently, their male counterparts.
Although most women probably went to the theatres to watch plays,
the belief that "female playgoers were motivated by sex, whether
for pleasure or money, remained a male prejudice throughout the
period" (Gurr 63). Gossen, for example, claimed in The Schoole of
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Abuse that
In our assemblies at playes in London, you shall see suche
heauing, and shoouing, suche ytching and shouldring, to
sitte by the women; suche care for their garments, that
they bee not trod on: such eyes to their lappes, that no
chippes light in than: such pillcwes to ther backes, that
they take no hurte: such masking in their eares, I knowe
not what: such giuing than pippins to passe the time:
suche playing at foote saunt without carde: suche ticking,
suche toying, such smiling, such winking, and such manning
them home, when the sports are ended, that it is a right
ccntedie to marke their behauior. (Chambers IV: 203)
But Gossen does not clearly distinguish between the whore
attempting to attract customers and the innocent woman who is
essentially overwhelmed by potential suitors. After listing the
attentions given to women in the audience, he turns his argument to
a denunciation of whores, "prettie rabbets," who lacked "customers
al the weeke, either because their haunte is vnknowen, or the
constables and officers of their parish watch them so narrowly,
that they dare not queatche, to celebrate the Sabboth, flock to
theaters, and there keep a generall market of bawdrie" (Chambers
IV: 203). Gossen1s tirade against the "prettie rabets" is quite
clear, but he again falls into an ambiguous criticism of men and
women meeting in the theatre. While no "filthynesse in deede is
committed within the compasse of that grounde," after the
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conclusion of the plays, "eury wanton and his paramour, eury man
and his mistresse, eury John and his Joan, eury knaue and his
queane, are there first acquainted and cheapen the merchandise in
that place, which they pay for elsewhere as they can agree"
(Chambers IV:203-04). Clearly Gossen mingles the practice of
prostitution with adultery. "Queane" certainly refers to a whore,
but a "paramour" is the clandestine lover of a married person. It
is not clear if this refers to a prostitute or a woman engaging in
extramarital sex, although it is probable that an unfaithful wife
would be considered a whore by some. The tract, then, can be read
as a denunciation of the lewd activities that occurred in the
theatre and a call for husbands to police the activities of their
wives, to keep than in their proper place as those who "go to
theatres to se sport, Cupid may catch you ere you departe"
(Chambers IV:205).
Casual molestation of women who were at the playhouse simply to
watch a performance was evidently common. Henry Peacham wrote of a
citizen wife who had her purse stolen while attending a play. The
woman hid her purse under her "petticoat, between that and [her]
smock." Although the woman felt the cutpurse's hand, she "did not
think he had come for that" (qtd. in Gurr 8). Gurr points out that
Peacham's tale reveals a great deal about the conditions of the
playhouses. Clearly the theatres were crowded enough for a thief to
get his hand under the woman's dress without the notice— perhaps
concern— of anyone else, and it is apparent that the woman's
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"reaction to the groping hand says something about how usual it was
for lechery to thrive in playhouse crowds" (Gurr 9).
Such licentious behavior did not escape the attention of the
pamphleteers. Munday, for example, found the theatre to be "an
appointed place of Bauderie," where an observer could see "honest
women allured with abominable speeches. Sometime I haue seene two
knaues importunate at once vpon one light huswife." The sanctity of
marriage was threatened as "there is much practising with married
wiues to traine them from their husbands, and places appointed for
meeting and conference" (56). While some women resisted the
advances of lecherous audience members, others fell to temptation.
Munday claimed that he had seen women who
on their death beds with teares confessed, that they haue
receiued at those spectacles such filthie infections, as
haue turned their minds from chaste cogitations, and made
them of honest women light huswives; by them they haue
dishonored the vessel of holines; and brought their
husbandes into contenpt; their children into question,
their bodies into sickness, and their soules into the
state of euerlasting damnation. (53-4)
Monday's argument is obviously slanted against women. Those who go
to the theatre could place their chastity in question, dishonor
marriage, and damage their husbands' reputations. The prospect of
being a cuckold was indeed distressing to men as they "were often
savagely mocked: horns or antlers were hung up on their houses, or
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neighbors grimaced or made horn signs at than with their fingers"
(Ingram, Church Courts 163). Gaining the reputation of a cuckold
led to questions about a man's "virility and his capacity to rule
his own household...and was defamed and thought unfit for public
office" (Stone 317). While Munday's tract seems to be a warning
about the dangers to women at the theatre, it also carries some
warnings of what can happen to men who allow their wives to leave
the house and place themselves in a very public forum.
While being in the audience posed certain dangers to playgoers,
even more threatening were the activities portrayed on the stage.
Mundayconsidered the theatre
(89).All the whoredom,

to be the very "chappel of Satan"

rape, swearing, incest, drunken revelry,

murder, and heathen activity that could be imagined could be seen
on the English stage.

Believing that the audience would imitate

the conduct of the actors, Munday claimed "So that in that
representation of whoredom, al the people in mind plaie the whores.
And such as happilie come chaste vnto showes, returne adulterers
from plaies" (3-4). Stubbes argued that the theatres maintained
"Bawdry, insinuate foolery, and reneue the remembrance of Heathen
idolatrie" (Lvii). Attending a play presented opportunities for the
playgoer to
learne to become a Baud, vncleane, and to deuerginate
Mayds, to deflour honest wyues: if you will learne to
murther, hate,

kill, picke, steal, robbe and roue: If you

will learne to rebel against Princes, to commit treasons,
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to consume treasures, to practise ydlenes, to sing and
talke of bawdie loue and venery...to play the
Whoremaister, the Glutton, Drunkard, or incestuous
person. ..if you will learne to ccmtemne GOD and al his
lawes, to care neither for heauen nor hel, and to commit
al kinde of sinne and mischeef you need to goe to no other
schoole. (Lvii v-M)
William Prynne claimed in Histrio-Mastrix that the viewing of the
"wanton gestures; the amorous kisses, complements, and
salutes...the lacisious whorish actions...the adulterous
representations, with al the other fomentations of uncleaness in
the Play-house" would bring about a "very hell of lust" in the soul
of the unsuspecting playgoer compelled to "look upon Whores and
Strumpets, upon beautiful1 comely women with a lustfull eye, and so
to commit, if not actuall, yet contemplative adultery with them"
(Prynne 374-76).

Witnessing so much fornication on the stage

resulted in patrons committing the act themselves. Ample
opportunity was provided as many of the patrons of "lascivious
Stage-playes," Prynne believed, were "Adulterers, Whore-masters,
Whores, &c." Since such people were unable to control their
desires, they were compelled to
pamper their filthy sinnes and lusts; if not ingender
adultery, and lewdnesse in their hearts: since such
creatures...spread their nets, where they are always sure
for to catch their prey, which they seldom misse at
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Stage-playes; where many adulterous matches, marry Panderly
Whorish Brothel-house bargaines are concluded: the common
rode from the Play-house, being either with an adulteresse
to a Taverne; or with a Whore to a bawdy-house. (390-91)
Women were, in the opinion of the pamphleteers, most vulnerable
to the snares of plays. Munday claimed that "there can be found out
no stronger engine to batter the honestie as wel of wedded wiues,
as the chastitie of vnmarried maides and widowes than are the
hearing of common plaies"(99-100). Listening to the players' words
and watching their actions could only serve to inspire the women to
lustful acts:
There wanton wiues fables, and pastoral songes of loue,
which they vse in their comical discourses (al which are
taken out of the secret armorie of Venus, & practicing
bawderie) turne al chastitie vpside downe, & corrupt the
good disposition & manners of youth, insomuch that it is a
miracle, if there be found anie either woman, or maide,
which with these spectacles of strange lust, is oftentimes
inflamed euen vnto furie. (100)
The wiles of the players were considered to be so great that "None
can come within those snares that may escape vntaken, be she maide,
matron, or whatsoeuer; such force haue their inchantements of
pleasure to draw the affections of the mind" (97). While appearing
to warn women of the dangers associated with the viewing of plays,
Munday's argument echoes Gossen in implying that men should keep

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

93

their wives away from the theatre because the women might not be
able to control themselves after being incited by the work of the
players.
Perhaps an even greater perceived threat to social stability
than licentious audiences and lewd speeches was cross-dressing.
Renaissance medical authorities, Thomas Laqueur explains,
"understood there to be only one sex" (134). Yet there
were manifestly at least two social sexes with radically
different rights and obligations, somehow corresponding to
ranges or bands, higher and lower, on the corporeal scale
of being. Neither sort of sex--social or biological— could
be viewed as foundational or primary, although gender
divisions— the categories of social sex— were certainly
construed as natural. (134)
Doctors argued that both sexes shared corresponding genitalia, and
were thus considered anatomically similar. If, however, women could
not always be subordinated to men by virtue of anatony, then,
Howard explains,
gender difference and hierarchy had to be produced and
secured— through ideological interpellation when possible,
through force when necessary— on other grounds. If women
were not inevitably depicted as anatomically different
from men in some essential way, they could be seen as
different merely by virtue of their lack of masculine
perfection (softer, weaker, less hot) and their
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subordination justified on those grounds. (Stage 98)
One of the primary methods of enforcing hierarchical difference
was the sumptuary law. David Kuchta points out that it "was
considered a royal prerogative to ensure conformity

to

fashion...Smtptuary proclamations, in theory if not in practice,
were the legal guarantee of the hierarchy of analogies" (242). But
the laws were violated quite often. Numerous proclamations issued
throughout the reigns of the Tudors and James I demanding that
local officials enforce existing statutes attest that the problem
was deemed substantial by the state. Sumptuary laws, however, would
be useless when applied against transvestites because "It was not
illegal for woman to dress as men; sumptuary legislation concerned
itself with violations of class, not violations of gender" (Orgel
14). In spite of the apparent loophole in the sumptuary laws, the
church and state dispensed ample polemic against wearing the attire
of the opposite sex. But not everyone chose to follow official
dictums, and there are, Howard argues, records of women who dressed
as men and "were punished for offenses, such as prostitution,
associated with crossdressing" (Stage 95).

Women who chose to

dress as men were considered an assault on the hierarchy; "by
wearing men's clothing they encroached on the privileges of the
advantaged sex" (Howard, Stage 95). The common practice of labeling
crossdressed women as whores is, perhaps, a consequence of this
encroachment, but there are instances of transvestite prostitutes.
Guido Ruggiero explains that laws were passed in Florence and
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Venice "outlawing cross-dressing by prostitutes as males to attract
male customers" (25). English pamphleteers do not necessarily refer
to crossdressed whores, but they imply that women wearing men's
clothing were licentious. Stubbes, for example, believed that women
who "put on the kinde of man" would "verely become men indeed as
now they degenerat from godly sober women, in wearing this wanton,
lewd kinde of attire" (Fv v). Clearly Stubbes feared the movement
of women from their social position, deeming any woman who would
dare deviate from sanctioned

sartorial distinction monstrous:

Our Apparell was given us as a signe distinctive to
discern betwixt sex and sex, & therefore one to weare the
Apparel of another sex, is to participate with the same,
and to adulterate the veritie of his owne kinde. Wherefore
these Women may not improperly be called Hermaphrodita,
that is, Monsters of bothe kindes, half woman, half man.
(Fv v)
By wearing the clothing of the opposite sex, women were seen as
stepping out of their subordinate position and adopting the
biological characteristics normally associated with men— greater
heat, more aggressive. And assertive behavior in women could lead
to charges of sexual incontinence. They "became mobile, masterless
women, and this threatened overthrow of the hierarchy was
discursively read as the eruption of uncontrolled sexuality"
(Howard, Stage 101).
The apparently effortless transformation of the self was indeed
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distressing to pamphleteers, and the theatre was seen as a place
where potential offenders were encouraged. Audience violations of
the sumptuary laws were common, but perhaps the most flagrant
transgression was the crossdressed male actor on the stage. While
absence of female actors obviously made such practices a matter of
necessity, stage transvestites were

particularly antagonizing to

conservative factions. Dollimore points out that "the players were
seen to undermine the idea that one's identity and place were a
function of what one essentially was— what God had made one. The
idea of a God-given nature and destiny had the corollary that
nothing so essentially predetermined could or should ever change"
("Subjectivity" 345). Citing John Rainolds, Dollimore also explains
that

"the boy transvestite destroyed the fragile moral restraint

containing an anarchic male sexuality; the boy incited his male
audience into every kind of perversion, mostly homosexual, but
heterosexual too" ("Subjectivity" 347). Stubbes, galled by men
donning what he considered feminine dress, thought that "we may
seeme rather nice dames, and yonge gyrles, than puissante agents,
or manlie men, as our forefathers haue bene" (Eii). Wearing what
was clearly women's clothing carried the effeminate transformation
of men one step further. Watching the crossdressed boy actor
incited the audience to lewd activity. After an afternoon of
hearing bawdy speeches and watching "such kissing and bussing; such
clipping and culling; Suche wincking and glauncinge of wanton
eyes...as is wonderfull to behold...euery mate sorts to his mate,
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euery one bringes another homeward of their way verye friendly, and
in their secret conclaues (couertly) they play the Sodomits or
worse" (Lvii v). Concerns about possible homosexual liaisons being
instigated by the actors are in Stubbes1 diatribe, although anxiety
about any illicit sexual activity— theatre patrons leaving with
prostitutes after being agitated by the actions of the players— can
be read into his complaint. It is likely that he was equally
concerned about the indication that certain men were willing to
cross gender boundaries, change place with women, exchange the high
with the low (Howard, Stage 100).
The theatre was a place where the idle congregated, where
heresies were played out on the stage, where sober men were turned
into incontinent rogues, where innocent women were accosted, where
whores could be had for the asking. Yet this apparent den of
iniquity was tolerated by the state to varying degrees and defended
by many. Henry VIII1s 1544 proclamation against impromptu
performances permitted the nobility and city officials to stage
plays and also allowed performances in the "houses of gentlemen or
of the substantial and sad commoners or head parishioners of the
same city, or in the open streets of the said city, as in time past
it hath been used and accosturned" (TRP 1:342). Companies and
brotherhoods were permitted to stage plays in their common halls,
and players were allowed to perform at the request of the companies
(TRP 1:342). Edward VI, while condemning unlicensed playing, would
allow performances if approved by the crown (TRP 1:517).
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Elizabeth's 1559 proclamation prohibited plays concerning matters
of religion and state, but the nobility, if they followed the
constraints of the law "wyth their seruaunts being players," were
permitted to stage plays (Chambers IV:263).
The inconsistent policies of condemnation and toleration became
even more complicated after the theatres became a prominent and
highly sophisticated form of entertainment in the late sixteenth
century. The London City Council, Patterson writes, "increasingly
sounded like Grindal, whereas the Privy Council, no doubt on
authority from the queen, sometimes preferred a more liberal
policy" (20-21). City authorities typically bemoaned, a letter from
the Lord Mayor to Burghley indicates, the congregation of "vagrant
& maisterless men that hang about the Citie, theeues,
horsestealers, whoremoongers, coozeners, connycatching persones,
practizers of treason, & other such lyke, whear they consort and
make their matches" (Chambers IV:317). The same letter, however,
implies that the state was taking a more tolerant view of the
theatre as the Lord Mayor conceded that he was "not ignorant...what
is alleged by soon for defence of these playes, that the people
must haue soom kynd of recreation, & that policie requireth to
divert idle heads & other ill disposed from other woorse practize
by this kind of exercise" (Chambers IV:316). The Mayor's
denunciation of the theatre patrons as rogues beyond all hope of
redemption is the expected response of authority to the theatre,
but his letter also implies, Patterson points out, that "there was
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a theory of acceptable popular theater that equated the audience
with 'the people', or society at large, not with society's refuse,
and that saw it as having a social function of which the central
government, if not the municipal authorities, could afford to be
tolerant" (21-22). Toleration, of course, can have a sinister side,
and the loose confinement of the disreputable in the theatres where
the sensitive matters of religion and state were not to be treated
may have been behind the state's apparent good will. Certainly
those who supported the theatre alluded to the instruction afforded
by plays, and such instruction was regulated by the state through
the network of licensing and censorship.
While the state was apparently adopting a more lenient policy
toward the stage, the puritan response

remained, obviously, one of

contempt. But such haughty admonishments were certain to bring
contrary replies. Most of the rejoinders came from poets,
playwrights, or actors who considered the attitudes of their
detractors to be misguided if not disgraceful. Thomas Nashe, for
example, claimed in his Anatomie of Absvrdlfcie, an attack on
Stubbes, that the puritans "extend their inuectiues so farre
against the abuse, that almost the thing remaines not whereof thay
admitte anie lawfull vse." In spite of all their self-righteous
denunciations, puritans were still human beings given to the same
frailties as those they admonished, and their response to
prostitution, which would lead one to believe that "they had beene
Eunuches from theyr cradle, or blind from the houre of their
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conception," was suspect. And Nashe believed that these men were
"neuer the holier, because they place praise in painting foorth
other mens inperfections" (20). Defending the theatre in Pierce
Penniless, Nashe argued that a state that was not involved in war
"is not half so strong or confirmed to endure as that which lives
every hour

in fear of invasion. There is a certain waste of the

people for whom there is no use but war; and these men must have
same employment still to cut then off." To maintain order in the
state, Nashe thought it expedient to provide "some light toys" to
busy the minds of idle men, "which may keep then frcm having
leisure to intermeddle with higher matters” (112). The theatre was
considered the perfect diversion, and evidently the state's use of
the stage as such was not the best kept secret: "To this effect the
policy of plays is very necessary, howsoever some shallow-brained
censurers (not the deepest searchers into the secrets of
government) mightily oppugn than" (112).

with nothing to occupy

their time, gentlemen, courtiers, and soldiers "do wholly bestow
themselves upon pleasure; and that pleasure they divide...either
into gaming, following of harlots, drinking, or seeing a play."
Since these idlers would follow one or the other of the pastimes,
"is it not better, since of four extremes all the world cannot keep
them but they will choose one, that they should betake than to the
least, which is plays?" (112). For Nashe, the theatre was not the
school of abuse where disreputable behavior was taught. In plays
all cozenages, all cunning drifts over-gilded with outward
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holiness, all stratagems of war, all the canker worms that
breed on the rust of peace, are most lively anatomized;
they show the ill success of all treason, the fall of
hasty climbers, the wretched end of usurpers, the miser of
civil dissension, and how just God is evermore in
punishing of murder. (114)
Far from being immoral displays promoting disorder and promiscuous
conduct, Nashe claimed that no play "encourageth any man to tumults
or rebellion, but lays before such the halter and the gallows; or
praiseth or approveth pride, lust, whoredom, prodigality, or
drunkenness, but beats them down utterly" (114). To the "vintners,
alewives, and victualers" who complained that the theatres took
business away from them, Nashe replied that "there are other places
besides where money can bestow itself. The sign of the smock will
wipe your mouth clean; and yet I have heard ye have made her a
tenant to your taphouses," implying that the local alehouses also
served more licentious brews (114-15). Contrary to the views of the
puritans and other conservatives, then, the theatres, rather than
being places where whores and every other disreputable person in
the realm plied their trade, served as diversions from lewdness and
petty crime, gave idle men something to do instead of visiting the
local brothel or conjuring up some treasonous plot.
Thomas Heywood also defended the theatre and the players in An
Apology for Actors. Arguing first for the antiquity, dignity, and
true use of the qualities of actors, Heywood echoes Nashe in
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claiming that the players did not encourage lewd behavior but
showed examples of the consequences of sin and praised the virtues
of good conduct: "Women...that are chaste, are by vs extolled, and
encouragesd in their vertues...The vnchaste are by vs shewed their
errors...What can sooner print modesty in the soules of the wanton,
then by discovering vnto them the monstrousness of their sin?" (G1
v). Rather than inciting sinful ideas in the minds of audience
members, plays made use of morals for the purpose of "animating men
to noble attempts, or attaching the consciences of the spectators,
finding themselves toucht in presenting the vices of others" (F3
v).
The arguments used by Nashe and Heywood seen quite logical, but
they also paraphrase what was apparently a state-sanctioned view of
the theatre and its patrons. Patterson cites Heywood's Apology as
ironically supporting state control of the populace while endorsing
the theatre. Playwrights intended to
teach the subjects obedience to their King, to shew the
people the vntimely ends of such as haue moued tumults,
commotions, and insurrections, to present them with the
flourishing estate of such as liue in obedience, exhorting
them to obedience, dehorting them from all trayterous and
fellonious strategems" (Heywood F3 v, Patterson 23).
From the perspective of the puritans and city officials, the
theatres were gathering places for the lascivious, places of
procurement for prostitution, schooles of abuse. The plays
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themselves were little more than textbooks for those who wished

to

learn to be bawds, ruffians, thieves, and whores. For playwrights
and actors, the theatres served as diversions from greater evil,
and the plays provided examples of the virtues of good conduct and
the destruction of those who would choose to follow a licentious
life. The State, although initially opposing the theatre, came to
see it as a means of control and the distribution of licensed
material. All sides have something to gain or lose by the
toleration or condemnation of the stage, and any argument is thus
prejudiced by the perceived benefits or detriments of the theatre's
existence.

In consequence, no opinion is entirely correct. Puritan

sentiments, although exaggerated, have some merit. The theatres
were quite likely to attract the dregs of society. What better
place for a cutpurse to operate than a relatively small area
teeming with people distracted by the action on the stage? What
better place for a whore to sell her wares than a large crowd of
men within walking distance of her brothel? The plays themselves
were indeed full of material that still has the capacity to offend
more conservative elements of society. On the other hand, the
actors probably did not want the reputation of operating an arena
for thieves, lechers, and whores. How many paying customers could
they attract if the patrons knew that there was a high probability
of being robbed, accosted, or propositioned? Playwrights may have
been aware of the possibilities for offense in their material, but
it is conceivable that they saw the presentation of evil failing as
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beneficial to

audience morals. Ann Jennalie Cook perhaps offers

the best summation of the controversy surrounding the public stage.
While the theatres were not brothels or schools of abuse, "neither
were they innocent assemblies of spectators solely intent upon the
aesthetic satisfactions of performance" (286).
Audiences continued to flock to the theatres, regardless of the
evils presented on the stage and in the crowd. Cook points out that
their disapproval of the actions on the stage or in the galleries
was not enough to keep them hcrae; they were willing to accept the
consequences of attending such performances. It also seems
fair to suggest that the bawdy jokes, the subtle
allusions, and the increasingly explicit presentation of
erotic themes and situations would have been obvious and
not particularly offensive to this kind of audience...the
playwrights could rely on patrons who were not prudish
about frank encounters between the sexes. (287)
How much benefit the state could derive from an institution that
was so thoroughly implicated in the culture and so popular with the
masses is probably impossible to know with any degree of certainty.
But it is clear that increasing toleration of the theatre implies
that there must have been some relevance to official desires. Since
Nashe and Heywood both reiterate the state's control methods in
their defenses of the stage, it is possible that some playwrights
played into official hands by staging tales that would meet with
approval, creating situations that revealed the consequences of
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disregarding hierarchy, sumptuary laws, or admonishments against
prostitution. Playwrights and actors could, of course, think for
themselves and may not have always done exactly what was expected
of them, which is perhaps the reason for the existence of licensing
and censorship.

How much early modern plays intervened and

participated in social strife is

difficult to determine, and the

attitudes of the authors toward their subject matter may never be
known, but the very existence of documents like Nashe's Pierce
Penniless and Heywood's Apology indicates that playwrights and
actors knew that they were involved in a process that could
influence the attitudes of the populace.
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Chapter Three— Shakespeare's Contemporaries and the
Renaissance Stage: Staging Whoredom

I

It is quite clear that prostitutes— or women who were treated
as such---made regular appearances on the Renaissance stage.
Understanding what they did, wore, or said that would have allowed
an audience to recognize these women as whorish is somewhat more
complex than simple acknowledgment of their presence. Interpreting
Renaissance stage practice is always a difficult task, and the
problem of staging whores is complicated by the lack of information
about the women whose conduct would be portrayed in the theatre. No
one knows exactly what clothing prostitutes wore or What mannerisms
identified a woman as a whore. It is known, however, that the
sumptuary laws regulated dress and that clothing identified social
rank and profession. For example, Lujo Basserman points out that in
fourteenth century France a "clear, unmistakable, outward sign of
[prostitution] was required to be worn by those who engaged in it"
(102). Giovanna I, Queen of Naples, insisted that the "women of
evil life" not practice their trade in the streets. When they left
the brothel, the women were required to "wear a red trimming to
their dress on the left shoulder" (Basserman 102). Ruggerio
explains that Italian whores were ordered to wear "Special clothing
or identifying badges...designed to help separate them from the
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general population, and, by identifying them, to make them
literally visible to the disciplining 'gaze’ of society and
government" (26). Fear of government retribution and social stigma,
however, compelled prostitutes to avoid the regulations (Ruggerio
26). Even though women attempted to evade being identified as
whores, it is all but certain that they had to have some method of
letting prospective clients knew that they were available for hire.
Exactly what those signs were, however, is very elusive. Basserman
explains that clothing regulations for prostitutes were quite
fluid:
Distinguishing marks for whores were changed so
often...that though contemporaries might have been able to
identify them, the historian, looking back, is confronted
by a scene of hopeless confusion. At times the harlots
were only allowed to dress plainly, at times they could be
easily distinguished by their garish ostentation.
Sometimes they wore a shoulder-knot, sometimes a garter on
the upper arm.

(103)

Basserman's point is quite significant in explaining why the
dress of stage prostitutes varies from play to play. For example,
Jonson's whores are typically linked to green or yellow gowns and
velvet in Bartholomew Fair and The Alchemist. Shakespeare also
refers to velvet in Measure for Measure, but Doll Tearsheet wears
red taffeta in Henry IV, Part II. Whetstone makes constant
references to blue gowns in Promos and Cassandra, but he does not
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mention velvet. If the playwrights were using contemporary
prostitutes as models for their stage whores, it is likely that the
variations in clothing simply reflected a change in sumptuary laws.
Fluid sumptuary laws provide an explanation for the disparate
descriptions of prostitutes in pamphlets and plays. But clothing
laws provide no information about a whore's methods of attracting
customers, how she acted on the street or in the brothel, what
gestures she made while concluding an arrangement. The lack of
knowledge about real prostitutes, of course, carries over to the
stage. Alan Dessen explains that a "particulary disturbing feature
of any study of staging and stage practice is that, quite simply,
we have no way of knowing how much we do not know" (8). While
sources like Henslowe's Diary provide some information about stage
properties and costumes, they do not give concrete information like
"one green gown for a courtesan." Nor do the surviving sources
explain what a stage whore did, what gestures would serve as a sign
indicating whoredom, what actions an actor would use to indicate
that the woman he played was a prostitute. Dessen suggests that
the modern interpreter should make every possible effort
to sidestep inappropriate assumptions, conventions, or
expectations. A major part of this effort involves
conceiving of the plays as staged events and consequently
viewing the surviving documents as theatrical scripts
rather than literary texts (thereby drawing upon the
province of the theatrical professional) but with the
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understanding that the logic of the staging then...may
differ significantly from the logic of staging or
"realism" now (thereby drawing upon the province of the
critic or historian). Any inferences or conclusions,
moreover, should be based upon the original evidence
(thereby drawing upon the province of the editor). (7-8)
A twentieth century audience knows that a woman wearing particular
clothing— the black leather mini-skirt and torn fishnet stockings
worn by Doll Tearsheet in the 1986-87 English Shakespeare Company1s
production of the Henry IV plays— can be read as a sign of
prostitution (Melchiori 51-52). But it is likely that a Renaissance
audience would not be able to identify the same signs. Likewise, we
do not know exactly what a sixteenth century whore would wear,
although the contemporary audience would instantly recognize the
indicators.
Costume is, of course, very significant in theatrical
production. David Bevington argues that "Costume and other
appurtenances worn or carried by actors are more important to the
theater than their external nature might suggest. As with all other
theatrical signs, stage costuming takes on special meaning in the
illusionistic world of the theater; a costume is 'clothing which
means something"' (35). A character's choice of clothing
"symbolized an ordered universe of hierarchical rank and moral
choice between good and evil" (Bevington 36). In addition to the
indications provided by outer clothing, gesture also helps define
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character as "types of emotion could be identified through
appropriate gesture and expression." And the Renaissance
commonplace that "passion and action are closely linked, that
action is an outward form of inward state" would certainly have
carried over to the stage (Bevington 67). Exactly what gestures
would imply whoredom to a Renaissance audience may never be known,
but it is possible to gather evidence from various sources. The
play texts themselves are most important, but the anti-theatrical
pamphlets are also useful in determining what gestures might have
been used— the kissing and bussing and winking of wanton eyes so
decried by Stubbes, for example.
Gesture and costume do work in tandem. In the English
Shakespeare Company’s Henry IV production, for example, Doll's
clothing implies that she is a whore, but gesture adds to the
effect. In Melchiori's introduction to the Cambridge Henry IV
Part II, a photograph from the production

shows Doll sitting on

Falstaff's lap. She holds the old man's hand, and his arm is around
her waist. While this adds further evidence of Doll's profession,
other factors also help. The setting is a tavern, a known retreat
of prostitutes, and we also know a great deal about Falstaff's
moral character. All the signs— costume, gesture, setting, and
character— taken together imply that Doll is a whore. Although the
Renaissance theatre may not have used the same signs as the
twentieth century stage, the general theory— using a number of
signs to explain character— must have worked in a similar fashion.
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The play texts thanselves do provide some information, although
minimal at best, about what a stage whore would look like. It is
apparent, the evidence implies, that there is a costume that
denotes a prostitute. In Bartholomew Fair, for example, Littlewit
is shocked when the woman beside him wearing the known garb of a
whore is unmasked and revealed as his wife (V.v.50-53). And The Jew
of Malta uses stage directions for Bellamira's first entrance that
briefly define her as "a courtesan" (Ill.i.sd). Ithamore enters and
immediately knows that "she is a courtesan by her attire"
(III.i.28).

Ferneze also identifies Bellamira by her profession

when she enters his chambers in Act Five: "Away with her! she is a
courtesan" (V.i.8). Marlowe's play does not, however, explain what
clothing serves to signal whore.
Other playwrights are, fortunately, more helpful than Marlowe
in describing prostitutes. In John Fletcher's The Wild-Goose Chase
Lillia-Bianca reveals a great deal about Mariana, the courtesan.
Mariana is "an English whore, a kind of fling-dust, / One of your
London light o' loaves, a right one. / Came over in thin pumps and
half a petticoat, / One faith and one smock, with a broken
haberdasher" (IV. i.138-41). While the mention of "thin pumps"
probably refers to poverty, meaning that the woman's shoes were
worn out, it could also refer to a short heel, which is a common
clothing metaphor for prostitution. In The Widow's Tears, for
example, after Tharsalio convinces

Eudora to break her

supercilious vow of widowhood, he claims that those who make
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iinpossible premises are the easiest to bring down: "But who
commonly more short-heeled than they that are high in the instep?”
(III.i.160-61). Jonson also mentions the short heel. During the
seduction scene in Bartholomew Fair, Knockem praises Win's physical
qualities and wonders why someone with such a good body and "short
heels— should lead a dull honest woman's life" (IV.iv.27-28).
Exactly why the short heel is associated with prostitution is not
clear, but there are several possibilities. The short heel would
certainly make for easier walking, and if a woman were not
consigned to a brothel a great deal of walking would be required.
It is also possible that the short heel served as a relatively
inconspicuous sign to potential patrons that the wearer was a
whore.
While a short heel was probably a convenient sign on the
streets of London where the whore and her patron were in close
proximity to one another, it may well have been too inconspicuous
for effective use in the theatres. Spectators in the galleries
could easily miss such a small item as a heel. It is likely, then,
that more obvious signs were used in theatrical productions, and
Jonson again provides the clearest hints as to what costumes were
used to signal prostitution. While attempting to convince Win to
leave her dull, honest life, Knockem tells her that she will be a
free woman and "have her wires and her tires, her green gowns and
velvet petticoats" (IV. iv.38-39). The green gown is a very
prominent sign and would be quite obvious on the stage, and its
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association with prostitution provides conic potential through
mistaken identities. Mien Busy sees Joan Trash at her gingerbread
booth, for example, he claims that she is "the purple strumpet,
there, in her yellow gown and green sleeves. The profane pipes, the
tinkling timbrels?" (Ill.vi.98-100). Busy calls attention to the
green and yellow of Joan's clothing and the bells around her shop,
all of which serve to indicate prostitution. The reference to
yellow is slightly more obscure than green, but it also appears to
have had sexual connotations. Robert Jutte points out that in "some
Italian cities prostitutes were assigned a yellow stripe on the
shoulder, reminiscent of the yellow circle that Jews had to attach
to the clothing of their chest" (161). How much the Italian signs
were assimilated into English culture is uncertain, but it is
interesting that Busy makes it a part of his list. He also alludes
to the Whore of Babylon and mentions the timbrels, but these points
seem to be a part of his character development as a religious
zealot. Like so many of Jonson1s puritans, there is

scripture

behind most of Busy's words. The "purple strumpet," for example,
clearly refers to the whore in Revelation:
I saw a woman sit vpon a scarlet coloured beast, full of
names of blasphemie, which had seuen heads and ten homes.
And the woman was arrayed in purple and scarlet, and
gilded with gold, and precious stones, and pearles, and
had a cup of gold in her hand full of abomination, and
filthiness of her fornication. (Rev. 12:3-4)
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The bells, while indicating prostitution, are probably a biblical
reference to the "daughters of Zion [who] are hauty, and walke with
stretched out neckes, and with wandering eyes, walking and minsing
as they goe, and making a tinkling with their feet" (Isa. 3:16).
Busy's comments and observations are somewhat confusing. He
refers to a woman dressed in green and yellow as a whore, but he
alludes to the scarlet whore in Revelation. Logic suggests that a
zealous puritan like Busy, every verse of admonition against
whoredom on the tip of his tongue, would be pointing at every red
gown at the fair. However, it is possible that Busy's allusion and
his actual comment provide an indication of changing signs of
prostitution. For example, nearly two decades before the first
performance of Bartholomew Fair, Shakespeare literally draped his
Henry IV plays in red. Hal refers to "a fair hot wench in
flame-coloured taffeta" (1H4 I.ii.10), actors indicate that red
lattice covers the windows of the Boar's Head tavern, Doll wears a
red gown, and there are constant references to Bardolph's red nose.
By 1614, however, the signs have evidently changed. Red, no longer
the predominant color of whoredom, is relegated to the petticoat of
"a lady" in Bartholomew Fair. While the scarlet whore is still on
Busy's mind, the signs are now green.
Busy further indicates that the signs of whoredom have changed
by implying that the green and yellow in Joan's gown is
conspicuous. And there are also indications that these colors
connote an expensive prostitute. While "purple strumpet" clearly
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alludes to Revelation, purple also suggests wealth. Punk Alice,
like Busy, evidently believes that green gowns and sumptuous
clothing represent a courtesan. She enters beating Mistress Overdo
and cursing the old woman for wearing "tuft taffeta" and "caps and
hoods of velvet" because these items imply that the wearer is an
expensive prostitute and the "poor common whores can ha' no traffic
for the privy rich ones" (IV.iv.75-80). After Punk Alice is
dispatched, Whit and Knockem fit Mistress Overdo with a green gown
and make her a "lady." But they also suggest that the women will be
wearing crimson petticoats (IV. iv.104), and they give other
indications of what stage properties would be used to indicate
that Win and Mistress Overdo are prostitutes. Knockem will "provide
you a coach to take the air in" (IV.iv.105-106). A coach is quite
large, but other large properties like beds and tables were used on
the Renaissance stage, so it is possible that such a large item
could be brought out. However, it is more likely that mention of
the coach in tandem with the real presence of the articles of
clothing would serve to suggest prostitution. A situation where the
verbal cue serves for the coach arises in The Wild-Goose Chase. A
boy enters and announces the arrival of the whore, Mariana, as "the
great English lady" offstage and that she "Has newly left her
coach" (III.i.212-13).
While green gowns seem to be the primary indicator of whoredom
in Bartholomew Fair, other clothing serves a similar purpose.
Velvet and the smock are also significant. Win's cap in the opening

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

116

Act instantly calls attention to her. Littlewit claims that "This
cap does convince...Sweet Win, let me kiss it...By this fine cap, I
could never leave kissing on't" (I.i.21-28). This is simply playful
bantering on Littlewit's part, bat the connotations of velvet are
somewhat more provocative. Punk Alice complains about velvet
clothing drawing off her customers, which implies that it is
connected with prostitution. When the indenture tripartite falls
apart in The Alchemist, Face offers Dol a "sheet to save [her]
velvet gown" as she goes over the back wall (V.v.134). And velvet
also was a metaphor for the diseases caught from whores. Lucio in
Measure for Measure, for example, tells one of the gentlemen in
Mistress Overdone's brothel that he "had as lief be a list of an
English kersey, as be piled, as thou art piled, for a French
velvet" (I.ii.33-35). The connection between the French, velvet,
and disease is common in Renaissance drama. Mariana, for instance,
is unmasked in The Wild-Goose Chase and revealed to be "English
born, but most part French now," implying that she is syphilitic, a
victim of the French disease and most likely a whore (IV.i.132).
The smock or chemise may have been a significant article of
clothing for stage whores, or it is possible that it was so
commonly worn by professional prostitutes that the verbal cue would
indicate that a character was whorish. In The Alchemist, for
example, there is no indication that Dol wears a smock, but Face
calls her a "smock-rampant" (V.v.126). And Lillia-Bianca reveals
that Mariana had "one smock" when she became a whore in The
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Wild-Goose Chase.
Male clothing worn by a woman also served as a sign of
prostitution, but this seems to apply only to women who put on male
attire as a matter of choice. No Shakespearean heroine, for
example, is called whore when she wears a male disguise for
protection. Moll Cutpurse, however, is considered whorish by most
of the characters in The Roaring Girl because she crosses gender
boundaries of her own free will, which helps explain why no one
considers Mary Fitzallard a whore when she cross-dresses
(IV.i.40-60).
While the male attire on a character believed to be a woman
could indicate whore to the audience, Moll's actions are probably
equally effective clues. One of the most glaring is her choice to
play the viol, an "unmannerly instrument for a woman" (IV,i.98-99).
Of necessity, the actress has to spread her legs to play the viol,
something that certainly provides a visual cue concerning the moral
qualities of the character. Moll does, however, defend her chastity
by claiming that playing the viol is like dreaming, "But being
awake, I keep my legs together" (IV.i.127-29). The Roaring Girl
provides a wealth of theatrical signs for prostitution, but the
play also attanpts to undercut those signs at every opportunity.
The open legs, smoking tobacco, wearing men's clothing, loud
talking, sword play, and spending time in taverns can all be read
as indications of whoredom, and while the play does attempt to
limit their meaning it still serves to point out the gestures,
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verbal cues, and costume that would lead a Jacobean audience to
believe a woman was a prostitute.
Physical qualities were also manipulated by playwrights to
suggest sexual licentiousness, and pregnancy seems to have been
particularly useful. Win Littlewit, for example, is quite pregnant
in Bartholomew Fair, using her condition as an excuse to go to the
fair in order to satisfy her craving for pork (I.v.160-180). Eric
Partridge points out that "Shakespeare uses the adjective
[pregnant] some fourteen times; nearly always with an undertone of
sexual metaphor" (166). Jonson also seems to use pregnancy for the
same purposes, for if Win's condition, her clothing, and her later
decision to become a "lady" are combined, she is eventually read as
whorish by many characters. Win's decision to play the whore also
puts the legitimacy of her child in question, a point which helps
explain and adds to Littlewit's reaction when his wife is unmasked.
While her pregnancy would not necessarily have to be in its late
stages, the brief verbal clues supplying the audience with enough
information to make the joke apparent, some modern productions rely
on visual effect. For example, the 1987 New Shakespeare Company
production of the play at Regent's Park, London, made use of this
point and presented an "exceedingly pregnant Win" (Lukacs 37). But
such actions are not necessarily required. In 'Tis Pity She's a
Whore, for example, the audience never sees any physical signs of
Annabella's pregnacy, but gestures and verbal cues— Annabella's
morning sickness and Putana's reference to her knowledge of
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"changing of colours, queasiness of stomachs, pukings, and another
thing that I could name" (III.iii. 14-15)— provide the audience with
sufficient information. It is also after the fact of her pregnancy
is known that Annabella is first referred to as a whore. She is a
"strumpet, famous whore" and a "Harlot, rare, notable harlot" in
Soranzo's opinion after she informs him of her condition, and the
Cardinal claims that '"tis pity she's a whore" at the conclusion of
the play. Pre-marital pregnancy and the male terror of it, then,
provide a solution to the play's enigmatic title, but it also
suggests a theatrical ploy to indicate to an audience that a woman
is to be read as whorish.
Loud talk, being away from the control of husbands, simply
being unattended in the open, companionship with the disreputable,
or violent actions are signs that are likely to escape a modern
audience, but they could lead a Renaissance audience to consider a
woman a whore. The ideal woman was believed to be silent and
submissive, but the

whore stands in marked contrast to this

standard. In The Dutch Courtesan, for example, Prancischina is
unmarried, often unattended in open spaces, keeps company with Mary
Faugh, and she makes violent threats in public. When confronted
with Freevill's impending marriage to Beatrice, Francischina claims
that she "could scratch out her eyes and suck the holes," which
prompts Freevill to claim that she is "grown a punk rampent"
(II.ii.94-95). Dol Common

aligns herself with Subtle and Face, and

she makes threats. When dismissed by Face at the conclusion of The
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Alchemist, Dol wishes him hanged and poxed and would like time to
beat him (V.v.142-43). Punk Alice's entrance in Bartholomew Fair is
marked by her screaming tirade and beating of Mistress Overdo
(IV.vi.72-94). Moll Cutpurse, in addition to wearing men's
clothing, spends considerable time in taverns, refuses to submit to
the domination of men, and engages in violent confrontations,
beating the reprehensible Laxton in a duel with swords (III.i.122).
Like Moll, Eudora refuses to submit to the will of Tharsalio in The
Widow's Tears. She chooses to remain independent and is thus
considered haughty and described in terms that typically refer to a
whore by the men in the play. The significance of such actions is
easily overlooked in the modern theatre, but it would have been
quite clear on the Renaissance stage.
The contrast between youth and age— although not necessarily
functioning as a theatrical sign— is also employed in the staging
of whores. Bevington points out that
Age and youth...are defined by their opposition to each
other. Humans were thought to grow dry as they aged, and
hence to incline toward phlegmatic and choleric behavior.
The "dry hand," wrinkled skin, palsy, and the like, were
believed to betray the hot and dry temperament within.
Conversely, youth was thought to enjoy a natural moisture
that manifested itself in a damp hand, softness,
plumpness, and a ruddy or blushing countenance...in
dramatic context we recognize such statements as
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commonplaces meant to exaggerate or criticize and thereby
characterize the one who is doing the Hacking. (72)
While the majority of women associated with prostitution on the
Renaissance stage are young, a number range from apparent middle
age to old. If "youth is itself a sign of wantonness," aging whores
imply a contrast with what was apparently an accepted social
convention (Bevington 73). It is possible, then, that the old whore
was intended to inspire disgust among audience members. She goes
against the grain of convention by the very nature of her
profession, continuing to express sexual passion beyond the age
when such activities were believed to cease. More likely, however,
is Bevinginton's suggestion that reactions to age served to define
the character of the person who derides the aged. Soranzo in 'Tis
Pity She's a^ Whore, for example, mercilessly attacks Putana: "Let
me come to her; I'll help your old gums, you toad-bellied bitch.
Sirs, carry her closely into the coalhouse, and put out her eyes
instantly; if she roars, slit her nose" (V.i.245-48). The scene
says more about the unmitigated cruelty of Soranzo than Putana's
involvement with sexual license. But it is impossible to know if
the scene was intended to gain arty measure of sympathy for Putana,
or if it would have been considered a just punishment for her
participation in and encouragement of Annabella's relationship with
her brother.
In the modern theatre, however, it would seem that the age of
Putana could be used to sympathetic effect. She is essentially
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caught in both a moral and class conflict— revealing Annabella's
secret may be the proper thing to do, but it could place her
employment in jeopardy— and the punishment she receives is extreme
at the very least, points that could be used as a comment on the
contemporary plight of the elderly and their fears of economic
uncertainty and violence. Yet many productions fail to see the
potential in using an older actress for the role. In the 1990
production of the play at the Goodman Theatre, Chicago, for
example, Putana "was portrayed as a young confidant rather than an
old nurse" (Kent and Nellhaus 374). Such decisions would
necessarily leave out Soranzo's brutal speech or, if it is
retained, render its content illogical at best or preposterous at
worst. In fairness to the Goodman Theatre production, it should be
pointed out that replacing old whores with young women is a common
practice. The 1987 Shakespeare and Company production of Measure
for Measure at the Oxford Court Theatre in Lenox, Massachusetts,
for instance, staged Mistress Overdone, an old woman who has
supposedly worn her eyes out in the service, as a young prostitute
(Schlueter 30).
The stage prostitute wore the clothing and mimicked the actions
of her street-walking and brothel-dwelling counterparts. Such
actions, of course, were required to inform the audience that the
actor on the stage was intended to represent a whore. Although
prostitutes typically played minor roles, the plays indicate that
there was a complex language of whoredom on the stage. Clothing,
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gesture, and even speech patterns were all used to clarify the
profession of the character. The profusion of pamphlets and
proclamations bemoaning lewd behavior presented on the stage
illustrate just how effective the presentation of prostitution
could be. However, it is evident that marry of the pamphleteers were
not paying much attention to what was happening to the whores on
the Renaissance stage. Most of the women received brutal treatment
that was in keeping with the

diatribes of the pamphleteers.

II

Staging whoredom often led to actors and playwrights being
accused of promoting prostitution. The actions presented on the
stage were offensive to some, and marry state officials and puritans
believed performances that included promiscuous behavior prompted
visits to the brothels by theatre patrons. The response of
conservatives to prostitution and its perceived and real
connections to the theatre implies that there was a significant
amount of lewd activity on the stage and in the galleries. While
many playwrights attempted to distance themselves from such
perceptions, a substantial number of early modern plays place
considerable emphasis on characters of ill repute. Modern criticism
makes much of the potential for subversion of state authority in
such plays, but it is likely that some playwrights may have been
supporting popular dictums against persons of questionable
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character and exploiting conteitpory prejudices against marginalized
groups.
John Marston1s The Dutch Courtesan is one of a number of plays
that calls attention to a prostitute as its main character.
Marston's whore is supposedly a courtesan, a woman who, Guido
Ruggiero explains, almost always
lived on her own outside the legalized area of
prostitution with as much style as possible. Usually she
had a woman manager, but what gave her the power to
transcend her more humble compatriots was one or a series
of upper-class male protectors who provided wealth and
the political social status

to allow her to move easily

beyond the restrictions placed on prostitutes. (21)
While Francischina does have a female manager and is apparently
quite mobile, the similarities between her and the courtesan
Ruggiero describes seem to end. She is hardly granted the wealth
and social status often associated with the courtesan, and the
treatment she receives is more in keeping with that doled out to
the street-walking or brothel-dwelling prostitute dealing with
patrons who are essentially middle class or poor.
Although Marston chooses to classify Francischina as a
courtesan, he goes to considerable lengths to undercut the
prevalent definition. The courtesan is typically associated with
the upper strata of society, something that implies that the text
would be concerned with grave matters. But in the Prologue Marston
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explains that his work is an "easy play" designed not to offend,
and his "over-slight" pen strives "not to instruct, but to delight"
(Prologue 1-8). Marston also minimizes the tragic potential of his
play through the use of stock figures for major characters. R.W.
Ingram argues that "Francischina is a traditional figure: she is
the wicked fairy whose plots must fail. A cheap, scheming harlot
whose beauty is undermined by her grotesque accent...her cunning
works in a comic environment in which all her plans must fail"
(120). In addition to providing some measure of comedy for the
audience, Francischina's accent also serves to mollify her status
as a courtesan because Dutch bawds and prostitutes were considered
common by many. Karras points out that
Foreigners, particularly from the Low Countries, were
often accused of keeping brothels, perhaps in part
because foreigners were generally distrusted, perhaps
because foreign women had few opportunities available to
than, perhaps because there would have been a large
foreign clientele

for brothels as many foreign merchants

in port tcwns would not have their families with them.
"Dutch" brothel keepers seem to have been particularly
common.

(415)

Legislation directed against prostitutes occasionally connected
Flemish women with the problems associated with the sex trade. The
1393 ordinance, for example, expelled prostitutes from London. But
the ordinance also "specifically blamed 'Flemish women, who profess
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and follow such shameful and dolorous life,' for the disturbances
caused by prostitution, a clear indication that there had been
Flemish women involved in prostitution elsewhere than the
Winchester liberty" (Karras 416). Far from enhancing her qualities
as an exotic, foreign courtesan, Marston's decision to cast
Francischina as Dutch renders her a common whore with a ludicrous
accent, a stock scold's temperament, and a self-aggrandizing
attitude. Such choices do contribute to the comedy of the play, but
they also severely minimize the possibilities for presenting
Francischina in a positive light.
As is often typical of city comedy, the play "clearly reveals
the links city comedy establishes between female sexuality and
spiritual and social evil" (Rose 49). While Marston's play treats
the corruption of the other major characters with amusement,
Francischina receives no quarter. She is little more than an object
to be possessed and dominated by male characters in the play.
Mistress to Freevill, she is casually cast off after he concludes
that "I loved her with my heart until my soul showed me the
imperfection of my body and placed my affection on a lawful love,
my modest Beatrice" (I.ii.99-101). After turning to his "lawful
love" Freevill gives Francischina to Malheureux— who promptly
accepts her even after claiming that he will visit her only "to
make her loathe the shame she's in" (I.i.171-72) and that
prostitutes are "the most odious spectacle the earth can produce"
(I.i.167).
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Upon his first glance at Francischina, Malheureux questions his
earlier assumptions of the courtesan: "Are strumpets, then, such
things so delicate? / Can custom spoil what nature made so good? /
Or is their custom bad? / Beauty's for use!" (I.ii.142-44).
Malheureux's lines imply that he has fallen for Francischina, but
they also express a common attitude toward the prostitute. She is a
delicate woman, but she is also a "thing"— albeit, a beautiful
thing, but her beauty is for "use." This point is reiterated as
Malheureux praises animals for their freedom to lust without sin:
0 you happy beasts,
In whom an inborn heat is not held sin,
How far transcend you wretched, wretched man,
Whom national custom, tyrannous respects
Of slavish order, fetters, lames in his power,
Calling that sin in us which in all things else
Is nature's highest virtue.

(II.i.74-80)

He exalts that which is beneath him, but he also elevates himself
above the courtesan who is the object of his lust: "That I should
love a strumpet! I, a man of snc*/!" (II.i.84). Attempting to
diminish the effects of his desire, Malheureux claims that he
"would but embrace her, hear her speak, and at the most kiss her"
(II.i.108-09). Such restraint is impossible, but Freevill suggests
that courtesans "sell but only flesh, no jot affection"
(II.i.143-44). Loving "an arrant strumpet" is no different than
making "use of a statue, a body without a soul, a carcass three
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months dead" (II.i.136-140). Haselkorn points out that Freevill's
indifference toward Francischina "invests her with a fleshless,
inanimate, or non-person status...Malheureux's guilt may more
readily be assuaged since he is not making love to a living whore"
(58). It also suggests that since Francischina does not "sell" or
give affection, she is different than a wife, a lawful love, and is
thus little more than a momentary diversion, an object to be used
and passed around among friends.
That this is the prevalent attitude is made clear by the crass
sentiments expressed by Freevill after Francischina greets him with
conspicuous fondness, calling him her "dear'st, kindest, mine
loving! 0 mine thousand, ten thousand, delicated, petty seetart! ah
mine aderlievest affection" (II.ii.54-56). She is, however,
promptly upbraided and ordered to "give entertainment" to
Malheureux, told that she "delightest only in light company"
(II.ii.57-58, 71)). And he cares very little that his coarse
rejection of Francischina grieves her, brings about normal human
emotions of anger and jealousy: "I care not for thee or thy
jealousy." The fact that she is angered means nothing as she is
simply "grown a punk rampant" (II.ii.90,95). This lack of concern
carries over to Malheureux, who ignores Francischina's pain and
brazenly requests that she allow him to "enjoy her bed"
(II.ii.139). Her response is harsh, but it also poignantly
indicates her desire to be given the respect due any human being:
"0 vile man, vat do you tink on me? Do you take me to be a beast, a
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creature that for sense only will entertain love, and not only for
love, love? 0 brutish abomination!" (II.ii.140-43). Her remarks
stand in direct opposition to Maleureux's comment at II.i.74-80. He
wishes to have the sensibilities of a beast in order to lust
freely; Francischina, in contrast, hopes to be considered as more
than a beast, as a person capable of giving and receiving love.
The men in the play view her as a commodity that can be
purchased, used, and passed on. Considering the courtesan as
property is not, however, limited to tactless males. Francischina*s
bawd, Mary Faugh, is equally insensitive. Rather than offering some
form of petty condolence, all Mary can recommend is that
Francischina take comfort in the fact that there is more than "one
color in the rainbow," that there will be other lovers (II.ii.6).
To this remark Francischina responds : "You ha' brought mine love,
mine honor, mine body, all to nothing" (II.ii.8-89). And the bawd
also sees the courtesan as property, as she has brought
Francischina*s body to "all the things [she] could"; Mary could not
have sold the whore's "maidenhead" more often had "[she] been [her]
own daughter";

she has "paid the apothcary," taken care of an

apparent bout with venereal disease; she has redeemed
Francischina's "petticoat and mantle"; she has inproved the
clientele from "swaggering Ireland captains" and "two shilling
Inn’s o* Court men" to "wealthy flat-caps that pay for their
pleasure the best of any man in Europe" (II.ii.11-37). For all her
defense of her behavior as a service to Francischina, Mary has
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reduced the courtesan to a commodity. Selling the "maidenhead"
would bring a higher price, more money for Mary as well as
Francischina; paying the apothcary to cure venereal disease and
keeping "counsel," not revealing her condition, means more
business; raising the quality of the clientele equals more cash. In
short, Mary considers the courtesan to be a source of income, a
product to be sold.
Abuse at the hands of her bawd and clientele leads Francischina
to seek revenge. Her plot consists of inducing Malheureux to "kill
his friend; / He dat survives, I'll hang; besides, de chaste /
Beatrice I'll vex" (II.ii.215-17). Haselkorn argues that
Francischina's malevolence is "born of her profession, nurtured by
its indignities, ripened by Freevill's rejection of her love" (60).
The plan is overturned, however, by Malheureux who cannot bring
himself to carry it out. After revealing the plot to Freevill, a
counter-plot is suggested so that Maleureux may "enjoy her" after
which he and Freevill will "blood-cold, /...laugh at folly"
(III.i.278-79).
Francischina falls for the deception and promptly reports
Malheureux to the authorities, who reward her with money and faint
praise: "Strumpets are fit, fit for something" (V.i.59). To which
the disguised Freevill adds "Ay, for hell" (V.i.60). At the
scaffold the plot is overturned completely, and Francischina is
carted away "To the extremest whip and jail" (V.iii.59) with
Freevill's final denunciation ringing in her ears: "0 thou comely
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damnation, / Dost think that vice is not to be withstood? / Oh,
what is woman merely made of blood?" (V.ii.48-50).
Haselkorn argues that Marston adopts what she calls the
"Cavalier" concept in his treatment of the courtesan on his stage,
"a good-natured cynicism which expected nothing in the way of
reform, was uncaring about her condition, and often made the harlot
the butt of low comedy" (33). The attitude expressed in the play
clearly falls in line with this view to a point. But exactly how
"good-natured" the cynicism is remains open to question. The
courtesan is simply written off and, literally, written out of the
final scene. She has become "a composite of the antisocial, a
projected embodiment of the passions that must be expelled in order
for society to continue" (Rose 49). Yet the other low characters of
the play are allowed to exist in total freedom without penalty for
their sins. Those who patronize the whore, Freevill, and those who
attempt to hire her, Malheureux and Cocledomy, are left unpunished.
It sesns, then, that the play fails to take into account that
"Francischina's whoredom depends upon the sexual desire of her male
clientele" (Rose 49). Moreover, the play also seems to endorse the
whore's existence while condemning her at the same time. The
brothels are necessary, claims Freevill, "lest [his] house should
be made one" (I.i.73). Haselkorn argues that his "endorsement of
the brothels seans to imply that they keep a man's home sacrosanct.
Without them, men might be tempted to seek other men's wives to
satisfy their sexual needs, and thus make cuckolds of the lawful
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husbands" (61). The courtesan herself is, however, reviled and
considered a source of disease, vice, and damnation. She is to be
punished without consideration.
Marlowe's Jew of Malta takes a similar view of courtesans.
While nearly every major character, with the possible exception of
Abigail, is tainted with some form of Machiavellian evil, it is
Bellamira who arouses revulsion equaled only by that inspired by
Barabas. Yet her "evil" is actually quite similar to that of the
populace of Malta. Charles G. Masinton argues that the desire for
gold "motivates both Barabas and the Christians from the beginning"
(80). And this desire infects the other characters as well. Friar
Bernardine and Friar Jacomo attempt to blackmail Barabas by
threatening to reveal Abigail's confession regarding his complicity
in the deaths of Mathias and Lodcwick, and Bellamira's seduction of
Ithamore is another attempt at blackmail as she and her pimp,
Pilia-Borza, hope to extort money from the wealthy Jew.
That money is a primary concern for Bellamira is apparent from
her first appearance on the stage. She bemoans the fate of Malta,
not because of the terrors brought about by the siege of the city,
but because it forces her "gain [to grow] cold" (III.i.1). She has
had a high paying clientele as "The time has been that, but for one
bare night, / A hundred ducats have been freely given" (III.i.2-3)
While she once served merchants, wealthy gentlemen, and scholars,
the siege forces her to be chaste against her will and limits her
patrons to Pilia-Borza (III.i.4-9). Further evidence that Bellamira
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has been paid well for her services is revealed by her refusal to
accept silver from her pimp (III.i.13), Yet she quickly turns her
gaze to Ithamore when he walks on the stage. It is highly unlikely
that she is attracted to the slave— he would be no real source of
profit due to his social status. But he is owned by Barabas, one of
the wealthiest men in Malta. The scene suggests the depravity of
the populace of Malta, but it also implies that the high-priced
courtesan views her body as a commodity, and she is quite willing
to sell herself to a slave if he is connected to wealth. This
reinforces the belief that prostitutes were often associated with
other petty criminals. Pilia-Borza, as his name suggests, is a
cut-purse as well as a pimp, and he and Bellamira are eager to
unite themselves with another disaffected member of society in
hopes of preying on the rich. And Ithamore is indeed up to
the task because he does not need contact with the whore and her
bawd to formulate a plan to extort money from Barabas. Without a
hint of provocation, he concludes that he would "Give a hundred of
the Jew's crowns" to have the courtesan (III.i.29-30).
The relationship between Ithamore and Bellamira, according to
Masinton, typifies the "practice in Malta of lowering the value of
human relationships to the level of mere prices" (81). Bellamira's
feigned love for Ithamore certainly supports Masinton's point. She
refers to the slave as "a sweet-faced youth" and claims that
"Though woman's modesty should hale me back, I can withhold no
longer" (IV.ii.46, 52-53). Yet her passionate words are little more
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than a ruse concocted by the courtesan and her bawd to obtain
Ithamore5s cooperation in deceiving the Jew, a point proven by
their later comments regarding the slave. When it is revealed that
it is all but inpossible to find Barabas5 money, Bellamira wonders
what to do with "this base villain" (IV.ii.72). But after Ithamore
explains that he can blackmail the Jew by threatening to reveal his
crimes, Bellamira invites him to "lie in [her] lap" (IV.ii.95). Her
deception continues after Pilia-Borza returns with a ten crown
payment from Barabas, concealing the remaining two hundred ninety
crowns for himself and his courtesan. Clearly Bellamira is aware
that this is simply a trick designed to incite Ithamore to demand
more gold— a woman so devoted to money, so convinced that her body
is a highly-marketable commodity, would certainly not fling coins
away and offer to sleep with a slave if there were not more gold
coming (IV.ii.140-50).
What to do with the "base villain" is a problem until Ithamore
reveals that he was involved in Barabas5 murder plots. Pilia-Borza
suggests that he and Bellamira go to the authorities, something she
agrees to— after they "ha5 more gold" (IV. iv.28-31). And to insure
that she has more gold, Bellamira again tells Ithamore to "lie in
[her] lap" (IV.iv.32).
Enough gold has evidently found its way into the coffers of
Pilia-Borza and Bellamira by Act Five, because they interrupt a
conference between Ferneze and his officers to reveal the guilt of
Ithamore and Barabas. Contempt for the courtesan is, however, quite
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apparent as Ferneze demands that Bellamira be removed from his
chambers because "she is a courtesan" (V.i.8). Though held in
disrepute by Ferneze, Bellamira demands the right to speak:
"Whate’er I am, yet, governor, hear me speak, / I bring thee news
by whan thy son was slain: / Mathias did it not; it was the Jew"
(V.i.9-11). Her report, however, is not believed until Ithamore and
Barabas are brought to the governor's chamber. And Barabas echoes
Ferneze's denunciation of Bellamira when he appears: "She is a
courtesan" (V. i.37). Apparently he considers moral status of the
courtesan an adequate defense against her charges.
The confession of Ithamore is enough evidence to have Barabas
carted off the stage to prison, but he "dies" before reaching the
prison gates. Ithamore, Bellamira, and Pilia-Borza also die at the
same time, but the only death that garners any attention is that of
Barabas: "This sudden death of his is very strange" (V.i.52). While
his death is indeed strange, it is also unusual for three other
deaths to occur at the same time. Although it is possible that the
staging would indicate severe illness in the three characters, this
is not apparent in the text. It is also quite likely that the
social status of the courtesan, pimp, and slave renders them
unworthy of attention. Perhaps the recently revealed treachery of
Barabas arouses suspicion, but the other characters have proven
themselves to be equally capable of duplicity. Ferneze, however, is
willing to credit the strange deaths to the will of heaven,
claiming that "Their deaths were like their lives, then think not
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of ’em" (V.i.55-56). Although the governor orders Bellamira and her
accomplices to be buried, his final word on the courtesan is that
she is not to be thought of.
Bellamira is quite similar to Francischina. Both are supposedly
courtesans, but they ply their trade among common men; both attempt
to act as informants for the state, but both profit— -or think they
profit— prior to their report. Francischina believes that she will
grieve her rival in love, condemn a man she hates to prison, and
revenge herself on Freevill; Bellamira extorts financial gain
before turning the Jew and Ithamore over to the authorities, and
she rids herself of the slave she loathes. Both courtesans are held
in contempt, but they are also objects of desire. Freevill uses
Francischina until he turns to his "lawful love," and Malheureux,
after damning the courtesan, falls in love with her. Those
characters in Marlowe's play who are of higher social standing
condemn Bellamira, but she has been hired by wealthy gentlemen
before the siege of Malta, and she is indeed desired by Ithamore.
Both women consider their bodies to be a marketable commodity,
consider sex as a means to achieve their goals. Each courtesan also
finds herself in some form of illegal activity other than
prostitution: Francischina conspires to commit murder; Bellamira is
involved in an extortion plot. What is most interesting about their
incremental illegal activities is that they arouse more derision
than prostitution— apparently whoredom is a crime so common, so
insignificant, that it does not warrant severe punishment.
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Francischina is condemned to prison for her part in attempted
murder. The beating she is to receive— a common punishment for
prostitution— seems subordinate to the prison sentence. And
Bellamira, had she survived, apparently would have faced no
punishment at all. Extortion is the norm in Malta, and while the
courtesan is reviled by the upper class, her profession is
evidently considered merely disreputable, not punishable. Both
witness the failure of their plots in the end: Francischina finds
herself sentenced to whipping and prison; Bellamira falls prey to
Barabas' treachery. The women also reveal a similar desire to
elevate their social status, Francischina through marriage to a man
above her station, Bellamira through accumulation of wealth.
Desire to accumulate wealth is one of the primary features of
Ben Jonson's Dol Common. She is willing, much like Bellamira, to
unite with other lowly characters to dupe the rich, but she is also
certain that her own abilities will allow her to survive
independently. When Face and Subtle, for example, argue and
threaten to destroy "the venture tripartite," Dol claims that she
will "grow factious too, / And take [her] part, and quit [than]"
(I.i.135, 140-41). Quite confident in her talents, Dol fully
believes that she can survive on her own. Yet she realizes that her
alliance with Subtle and Face can lead to more wealth, so she acts
as the peacemaker to keep the "venture tripartite" together,
demanding that they leave their faction and "labor kindly in the
common work" (I.i.156). Dol refers to the loose confederacy

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

138

established among herself, Subtle, and Face as if it were a grand
business venture even though the reality of their operation amounts
to little more than stealing money from greedy people who are
foolish enough to stumble into the cozeners' snares. Such inflated
rhetoric is typical of Dol, and Edward B. Partridge points out that
while she "really means that they should cheat fools cheerfully and
cooperatively...such a naked way of looking at reality offends her
pretentious nature, [and] she generally uses martial or commercial
terms to disguise what is called, in plain speech, cheating and
whoring" (446).
Recognizing the virtue of common sense, Subtle and Face praise
her as "Royal Dol," claiming that she will sit in triunph at
supper, "And not be styled Dol Common, but Dol Proper, / Dol
Singular; the longest cut at night / Shall draw thee for his Dol
Particular" (I.i.176-79). Haselkorn claims that "Even among social
lepers such as Dol, respectability, a product of society's
expectations, appears as a desirable, yet unattainable, norm" (36).
It is, however, possible that Face implies that should their plans
came to fruition, Dol can indeed be "proper," no longer a whore;
she can be "singular," monogamous in her relationships. But Face
also suggests that there is no real escape from whoredom for
Dol— the man who draws the highest card will have her. Moreover,
his use of "particular," Haselkorn argues, may simply mean that she
is an extraordinary prostitute, "unique and in demand" (36).
Dol's opinion of her situation is ambiguous. She seems to
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desire respectability, but she also appears to be content with her
situation, realizing its financial possibilities. But Haselkorn
speculates that her ability to play a lady when called to do so
"suggests that she may have come from an upperclass family. Due to
changing economic patterns in the seventeenth century, it was not
uncommon for a young woman with a good background to blunder into
the realm of sin" (34-5). While Haselkorn's point is intriguing,
Dol's choice to ally herself so completely with her derelict
friends, Face's caustic revelation that her "father was an Irish
costermonger" (IV. i.57), and her occasional lapses into street
language— "I'll pluck his bird as bare as I can" (V.iv.82)— clearly
indicate lower class leanings. Dol's proficiency in changing the
exterior facade of her social rank is not so much an indication of
her prior status as it is a validation of the pamphleteers'
apprehension about casual indifference toward the sumptuary laws.
Dol is a whore, and the company she keeps implies that she is among
the most lowly of all prostitutes. Yet she is taken to be a lord's
sister, a "Queene of the Faerie" and learned woman by her social
superiors. Given the evidence that suggests she is a member of the
lower class, it is quite possible that Dol's ability to act so well
is more likely a fortunate addition to the cozener's repertoire
than an indication of past social status. And Haselkorn concedes
that though Dol "abounds in ladylike qualities, is canny, clever
and resourceful, Jonson's posture is that Dol is satisfied with her
role and is convinced that prostitution is the path for her" (35).
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It is also conceivable, Jonathan Haynes points out, that "a
prostitute like Doll (sic) could not easily reenter straight
society" (30). Haynes does not, however, consider Dol's apparent
ability to change the trappings of her social status at will,
something that implies she could enter into any society she so
desired.
While Dol is indeed a brilliant practitioner in the art of
deception, such talents may well have been expected by a
Renaissance audience watching an underworld figure on the stage.
Official proclamations and the authors of pamphlets and broadsides
devoted considerable energy to warning the public of the apparently
limitless capacity for subterfuge and the chameleon-like qualities
of prostitutes and other underworld characters, and it is perhaps a
logical consequence of such popular "media" exposure that the same
qualities found their way into the performances of stage vagrants
and whores. The protean characteristics of the poor were often
standard fare in contemporary pamphlets. In Lantern and
Candlelight, for example, Dekker claimed that a prostitute wary of
being connected with mounting crimes taking place in her brothel is
"drained out of the suburbs, as though her corruption were there
left behind her, and as a clear stream is let into the city" (348).
Once removed from the suburbs and the disrepute attached to women
who lived there, the prostitute could assume the identity of any
woman she wished, casting off the silks of the whore for the attire
of the midwife, trading her tavern swagger for the the appearance
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of cloistered wife, borrowing the reputation of a "respectable"
woman and "putting it on as a cloak to cover her own deformities"
(Judges 349). Prostitutes working out of the suburbs were subject
to more severe treatment at the hands of the legal system than
those in the brothels, so acting ability was a matter of necessity.
Dekker claimed that the prostitute would shape her identity
according to her location and clientele, a skill that allowed her
to avoid discovery by the local authorities:
And though the law threaten to hit her never so often,
yet hath she subtle defences to ward off the blows. For,
if gallants haunt the house, then spreads she these
colours: She is a captain or lieutenant's wife in the Low
Countries, and they come with letters, from the soldier
her husband. If merchants resort to her, then hoists she
up these sails: She is wife to the master of a ship, and
they bring news that her husband put in at the Straits,
or at Venice, at Allepo, Alexandria, or Scanderoon, etc.
If shopkeepers come to her, with "What do you lack?" in
their mouths, then she takes up such and such
commodities, to send them to Rye, to Bristol, to York,
etc., where her husband dwells. But if the stream of her
fortunes run low, and that none but apronmen launch forth
there, then keeps she a politic sempster's shop, or she
starches them.

(349)

Much like the women Dekker describes, Dol has foresaken the
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constraints of the brothel, and she changes her identity at will.
Her uncanny ability to deceive is first apparent in her dealings
with Sir Epicure Mammon. Face tells Mammon that she is a lord's
sister and quite mad, but his description also suggests that the
"mad" woman is a whore. When she is "out of her fit," Dol is
the most affablest creature, sir! so merry!
So pleasant! she'll mount you up, like quicksilver,
Over the helm? and circulate like oil,
A very Vegetal: discourse of state,
Of mathematics, bawdry, anything.

(II.iii.252-56)

Face's description has obvious bawdy connotations and something of
a warning as mercury was considered a treatment for venereal
disease, but it also has an immediate effect on Sir Epicure because
he wants to know if Dol is "no way accessible? No means, / No trick
to give a man a taste of her" (II.iii.257-58). The "means" Sir
Epicure uses to "taste of her" imply that while he does not know
for certain that she is

whore, he thinks she can be purchased like

one. He first points out that her academic undertakings are
intended for a woman who is "crooked, foul, of some course mould"
(IV. i.98). Such behavior in a woman so fair is utterly
inappropriate (IV.i.101-02). Praise turns into material as he
claims that Dol is like the diamond he wears; it is more beautiful
on his finger than in the quarry (IV.104-05). Mammon's simile,
however, can also suggest that Dol is like the diamond in that she
is something pretty, a mere bauble to be owned and displayed.
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Attempts to buy the woman extend to premises of massive wealth;
Mammon is, so he thinks, "the lord of the philosopher’s stone,"
something that will "rain into [Dol's] lap, no shower, / But floods
of gold, whole cataracts, a deluge" (IV. i.126-27). It is also
interesting that Mammon would suggest that the gold will fall into
Dol's lap, the part of her body that has always brought her gold in
the past. Her response to Mammon's offer is much like that of other
stage whores: "You are pleased, sir, / To work on the ambition of
our sex" (IV.i.128-29).
What materializes from Mammon's attempted seduction of
Dol— other than his incredible propensity for being a dupe— is
typical of stage portrayals of prostitution. The whore/woman is
considered a commodity by a predatory male: she can be had if the
right price is reached. The whore also views her body as a
commodity: she places her wares in view of the male, makes herself
something to be purchased. Like Francischina and Bellamira,
prostitution is not Dol's only crime. She is also a con artist
working in unison with two lowly rogues in an effort to deceive the
wealthy. Like the whores in Marston and Marlowe, Jonson's Dolsees
her plans dissolve in the end, finds herself forced to climb over
Lovewit's wall, pushed back to the streets of London.
While Dol is similar to other stage whores, there are
significant differences. She apparently has little desire to
renounce her profession as there is no indication that she will use
her "earnings" to leave prostitution. She also reveals no desire to
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provide service to the state, preferring to abandon the tripartite
or slip over the wall to an uncertain fate instead of turning her
confederates over to the authorities. And she seems to think that
prostitution is preferable to the fate of unemployed or unmarried
women. Certainly whoredom is more advantageous than spending time
in a house of correction or a workshop, but she also looks down on
Dame Pliant, the widow who lives only to marry (Haselkorn 37). To
Dol, Dame Pliant is simply "A good dull innocent" (V.iv.68). The
widow is, according to Haselkorn, "a subservient, submissive female
who is made to appear even more foolish than her doltish brother
Kastril who decides whom she shall marry" (37). But Dol is quite
similar to Dame Pliant in that she has become a marketable
commodity. Partridge argues that commercial vehicles are
constantlyused in reference to Dol and the widow (447). Subtle and
Face cut cards to see who spends the night with Dol in Act One, and
they again draw lots when they envision the potential for financial
gain through Dame Pliant: "A wife, a wife for on's, my dear Subtle!
/We'll e'en draw lots, and he that fails shall have / The more in
goods the other has in tail" (II.vi.85-87). There is, Partridge
points out, "a certain gay detachment about Face's method of
settling erotic problems; getting a wife and sleeping with a whore
can be settled in the same simple way— just draw lots. But the
interesting aspect of the passage is the compensation suggested: if
you miss the wife, you get the goods" (447). Potential profit,
however, apparently outweighs the value of a wife, as Face and
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Subtle decide to use Dame Pliant to dupe Surly.
Dame Pliant does indeed allow herself to be manipulated. She
feels no attraction to Surly in his ridiculous Spanish disguise,
but Subtle points out that she "must love him, or be miserable."
And Kastril takes the matter further by demanding that she "shall
love him," or he will kick her (IV.iv.31, 35). Haselkorn points out
that Dame Pliant
exemplifies the kind of situation which prevailed and is
indicative of how women were perceived. Of all women, the
widow, generally, was in the best financial position
because she was permitted to inherit and control one-third
of her deceased husband's wealth. However, she was so
conditioned that she, too, turned to the male for
guidance. (37)
It is Dame Pliant1s subservience to men that so agitates Dol. She
is, unlike many other stage whores, quite able to survive
independently and expresses contempt when Face, either feeling some
minuscule pangs of guilt or making a bad joke, offers to recommend
her to local brothel keepers: "It shall go hard but I will place
thee somewhere. / Thou shalt ha' my letter to Mistress Amo-- /...Or
Madam Caesarean" (V.iv.140-142). She has no desire to "better"
herself through marriage, and she reveals no intention of giving up
her chosen employment. Yet her ultimate fate— with the exception of
her complete escape from punishment— is quite similar to that of
other stage prostitutes: she ends up where she started, poor with
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nothing but her wits to survive on.
Bartholomew Fair, like The Alchemist, examines the abuses
committed by various members of society and ridicules them
relentlessly. The play is, however, somewhat less mean-spirited in
the punishment and ridicule heaped upon the gulls, rogues, and
puritans than The Alchemist. Leo Salingar points out that as a
"spectacle, Bartholomew Fair exhibits Londoners in a crowd and
glances at topical abuses. Many of the abuses were well-known
targets

for satire or complaint" (149). Prostitution is

significant in the text, but Jonson also gives considerable
attention to women who are out of their place, away from home,
leaving themselves open to the lustful view of numerous men.
Resembling much of the misogynistic puritan polemic, the play
implies that women who dare step away from the sanctity of the home
and the watchful eye of the husband are whores.
Win Littlewit is thus in danger the moment she enters the fair,
wearing her velvet cap and presenting herself to the gaze of many.
But the risk to her virtue becomes most apparent when her husband
leaves her alone at Ursula's pig booth.

All of the evils presented

in the play seem to have their origin in this place of heat and
flame, the very hell-mouth of the fair from which Ursula dispenses
ale and tobacco, and she is a "purveyor of

punk as well as pig,

capable of driving appetite to lust and prostitution" (Kaplan 146).
The grotesque bawd and her cronies fear that they

will be "undone

for want of fowl i' the Fair here" (IV.v.14-15). There will be
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customers later in the evening, and Ursula has "neither plover nor
quail for 'em" (IV.v.16-17). It is therefore imperative that they
have more whores, and the naive Win is a perfect candidate to be "a
bird o' the game" (IV.v.18). Using the

stratagems of coercion so

feared by Gossen and others in their description of the dangers of
the theatre to women, Knockem praises Win's charms, claiming that
it is lamentable that one so attractive

"should lead a dull honest

woman's life" (IV.v.27-28). Realizing her interest is piqued, Whit
adds to the suggestions of Knockem, arguing that Win lives "de leef
of a bond-woman! But if dou vilt harken to me, I vill make tee a
free-woman, and a lady: dou shalt live like a lady, as te captain
saish" (IV.v.33-36). Her velvet cap perhaps suggesting vanity, Win
is further enticed by offers of fine clothes, the "wires, and her
tires, her green gowns and velvet petticoats" and the opportunity
to ride in "dy coash, shee de players, be in love vit 'em; sup vit
gallantsh, be drunk, and cost dee nothing" (IV.v.38-42). Hie
proposition of sleeping with twenty men and remaining honest raises
some question even from the pliable Win, but these are quickly
mollified by Whit's declaration that it is "common," and Knockem
reiterates his point by claiming that "It is a vapor of spirit in
the wife to cuckold nowadays, as it is the vapor of fashion in the
husband not to suspect" (IV.v.54-56). Suddenly realizing the
constraints of her honest ways, Win leaps at the opportunity to be
a "lady" and free from her past life. Mistress Overdo is equally
taken in by the counsel of the bawds and, as Haselkorn suggests,
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"Jonson adeptly demonstrates how these middle-class wives not only
cuckold their husbands, but, when they play whore, they relish
their roles (39).
While playing at prostitution implies freedom from social
restrictions for Win and Mistress Overdo, they naively believe that
they will also retain their husbands and all the materialistic
benefits of marriage. Such options are not, however, open to the
woman who does not make a game of whoredcxn, and Punk Alice resents
the competition posed by would-be prostitutes, as "The poor common
whores can ha' no traffic for the privy rich ones; your caps and
hoods of velvet call away our customers and lick the fat from us"
(IV.v.77-79). Attention is again called to Win's cap, suggesting
that excessive dress calls attention to women, makes whores out of
honest wives. Alice's resentment is, of course, justified. While
Win and Mistress Overdo are gullible enough to believe that they
are doing nothing wrong and can return to their husbands after
playing at whoredom, she has no such option and must subject
herself to all the indignities of the profession, face the prospect
of being "tawed" and "lashed and slashed...in Bridewell"
(IV.v.87-88). But the text implies no sympathy for the tribulations
of the whore: she is beaten and kicked off the stage by people who
are equally involved in purveying prostitution and who are perhaps
even more sinister in their manipulation of the naive citizen
wives. Further proof of the marginalization of the true whore is
provided at the puppet show. While the majority of the characters
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appear on stage during the show, Alice is conspicuously absent,
implying that the whore is not considered part of the society.
Although the play reiterates much of the puritan polemic
against unsupervised women, it stands opposed to their attacks on
theatricality— particularly denunciations of cross-dressed actors.
Busy, constantly looking for opportunities to flaunt his piety,
confronts Leatherhead during the puppet show, claiming that the
acting "profession is damnable" (V.v.21). Admitting that he is "not
well studied in these controversies, between the hypocrites and
us," Leatherhead concludes that he will allow the "Puppet
Dionysius" to refute Busy (V.v.35-38). The foolish puritan, made to
look all the more ridiculous by attempting to confound a puppet,
recites the familiar arguments against players: they are idle,
having no calling; their activities are filled with vanity and
pride. But the primary argument Busy levels against players is that
they are "an abomination, for the male among you putteth on the
apparel of the female, and the female of the male" (V.v. 102-104).
The puppet then lifts its gown, proving that the puritan attack on
cross-dressing "will not hold against the puppets, for we have
neither male nor female amongst us" (V.v.109-10). Busy, unable to
refute the puppet, is "changed and will become a beholder" of the
show with the others (V.v.123-24).
One form of theatricality is defended and eventually accepted
by the most vehement of opponents, but others do not fare as well.
Women wearing attire that suggests that they are out of their
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place, for example, are condemned. At the conclusion of Act Five,
all the disguises are removed and the role players revealed for who
they really are. While this eliminates much of the confusion of the
play, certain characters are devastated by the revelations. Win,who
has been transformed from innocent citizen wife to the "green madam
herself, of the price," is unmasked by Justice Overdo (V.v.50-51).
The disclosure of her identity, of course, shocks Littlewit who can
only repeat "Oh, my wife, my wife, my wife" until Overdo orders him
silent, perhaps implying that the man who cannot control his wife
has no reason to be surprised when she is caught whoring (V.v.53).
Overdo1s pompous attitude, however, is somewhat reduced when he
learns that his own wife has also been playing the whore. Quarlous
relieves the tension somewhat by telling the Justice not to stand
"fixed here, like a stake in Finsbury to be shot at, or the
whipping post i1 the Fair," but he also has what may be the final
word concerning women who wander from the control of the husband:
"but get your wife out o' the air; and it will make her worse else"
(V.v.104-106). Although Mistress Overdo is literally ill, Quarlous'
words also infer that any woman who is out in the air without
supervision will be made worse, will become a whore.
The problems posed by a woman out of her place also play a
significant role in

The Roaring Girl. While the play does not

provide a stage portrayal of prostitution, it does reveal much
about the prevailing attitudes toward women who crossed gender
boundaries. Such women were, the play implies, read as dangerous
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and whorish by many. While Dekker and Middleton do present Moll in
a favorable light, they also insinuate that the real Mary Frith is
considerably less virtuous than the woman they portray. In the
Dedication, for example, Middleton writes that "Worse things, I
must needs confess, the world has taxed her for than has been
written

of her; but 'tis the excellencyof a writer to leave things

better than he finds 'em" (Dedication 21-24). In addition, the
title itself suggests whoredom. Howard argues that the openness of
Moll's body is
prefiguredin the play's title. A roaring girl,
of the more common stage type,

a version

the roaring boy, is a woman

given to copious, quarrelsome speech. To be a roaring girl
is to have one's mouth open. Moll does for a great deal of
the play; and sometimes when it is open she is quarreling
and sometimes canting and sometimes just talking. And, of
course, any woman whose mouth is opened in public spaces,
in particular, is read as whorish, as incontinent with
other bodily orifices as the mouth.

("Sex" 181)

Many of the characters in The Roaring Girl do, of course,
believe Moll is a whore. But she is also considered a threat in
other areas as well. For example, Sir Alexander, thinking that
Sebastian is interested in Moll, infers that the cross-dressed
woman is a menace to the foundations of society. By doting on Moll,
Sebastian, who should be "The column and main arch" .of Sir
Alexander's house and the crutch of his old age, has become "A
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whirlwind / Shaking the firm foundation" (I.ii.116-19). The elder
Wengrave implies that Moll is a source of confusion and
destruction, upsetting the traditional order of things. As such,
she is a monster who has "two shadows to one shape," an aberration
so ghastly that "No blazing star draws more eyes to it"
(I.ii.134-36). The metaphors of overthrow and ruin continue when
Sir Alexander claims that Moll "strays so far from her kind, /
Nature repents she made her; 'tis a mermaid / Has tolled my son to
shipwreck" (I.ii.217-19).
Hie predominant objections Sir Alexander makes suggest that
Moll will be the ruin of his son, that she is a monster. He is,
however, also very preoccupied with the opinions of others, and it
is probable that he is more concerned about the damage a marriage
between Moll and Sebastian would pose to his own reputation,
something the younger Wengrave knows quite well and uses to the
fullest advantage.

But Sir Alexander's fears may also rest in her

brazen disregard of social position. Moll is assertive, loud, and
outgoing, hardly the ideal silent and compliant woman so exalted by
the pamphleteers. And she uses her dress, Howard argues, "to signal
her freedom from the traditional positions assigned to women in her
culture" (Stage 122). Roles ordained for women included the good
wife, but Moll has "no humor to marry," and she is "too headstrong
to obey." Choosing to remain single, she has "the head of
[her]self, and [is] man enough for a woman." Marriage is nothing
short of a "chopping and changing, where a maiden loses one head,
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and has a worse i1 th1 place" (II.ii.38-47). By being man enough
for a woman, not needing a man, Moll effectively subverts the
hierarchy and retains her freedom. But remaining a free woman and
participating in activities usually associated with men, Moll
invites, Howard points out, being read as a whore, ”a woman at the
mercy of an ungovernable sexual appetite" (Stage 122).
The play, however, emphasizes that Moll is not a whore.
Dollimore argues that "Whereas the deviance of Mary Frith remained
in certain respects implacably immoral and antisocial, in the
figure of Moll Cutpurse she is remade as the moral conscience of
the selfsame society whose gender categories she transgresses"
("Subjectivity" 352-53). And Moll does indeed raise many arguments
against the prevailing social attitudes toward women. Witnessing
the attempted seduction of citizen wives, Moll claims that "the
gallants of these times are shallow lechers." With so many casual
attempts at sexual conquest going on in London, '"Tis inpossible to
know what woman is thoroughly honest, because she's never
thoroughly tried; I am of that certain belief, there are more
queans in this town of their own making than of any man's
provoking" (II.i.337-42). She implies that the wives who consider
her a threat to morality are themselves more sexually unrestrained
than any woman in male clothing, that they are more inclined to
whoredom as a matter of choice than women who are either forced
into the trade by economic necessity or the provocation of
licentious men. However, by virtue of her activities and clothing,
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Moll is just as much— if not more so— -the target of the local
lechers' feeble attempts at conquest.

Laxton, himself a true

gallant of the time, believes that Moll can be had easily if he
lays "hard siege to her; money is that aqua fortis that eats into
many a maidenhead; where the walls are flesh and blood, I'll ever
pierce through with a golden auger" (II.i.202-205). He clearly
believes that any woman who dresses in male attire, smokes tobacco,
and cavorts in taverns is a whore and can be had for a few
trinkets. Moll, however, rejects his advances and quickly dispels
any such notions. Men like Laxton, she argues, think that any woman
who casts a liberal eye or turns her head, is a "fond flexible
whore" (III.i.78-80). In refusing Laxton, Moll defies
all men, their worst hates
And their best flatteries, all their golden witchcrafts,
With which they entangle the poor spirits of fools,
Distressed needle-women and tradefalien wives;
Fish that must needs bite, or themselves be bitten.
Such hungry things as these may soon be took
With a worm fastened on a golden hook.
Those are the lecher's food, his prey; he watches
For quarreling wedlocks and poor shifting sisters;
'Tis best fish he takes.

(III.i.97-106)

Her argument implies that prostitution exists not because of the
loose morality of women, but due to economic calamity, failed
marriage, hunger, and the wiles of lecherous men waiting for the
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opportunity to prey upon distressed women. Since Moll considers
prostitution a matter of necessity rather than desire— and she
seems to have no wish to be any man's whore, nor does she face the
dire economic straits that would force her into the trade— she
wonders why Laxton considers her his whore:
But why, good fisherman,
Am I thought meat for you, that never yet
Had angling rod cast towards me? 'Cause, you'll say,
I'm given to sport, I'm often merry, jest.
Had mirth no kindred in the world but lust,
Oh shame take all her friends then! but howe'er
Thou and the baser world censure my life,
I'll send 'em word by thee, and write so much
Upon thy breast, 'cause thou shalt bear't in mind,
Tell than it were base to yield where I have conqured;
I scorn to prostitute nyself to a man,
I that can prostitute a man to me;
And so I greet thee.

(III.i.106-118)

Moll does not, Mary Beth Rose explains, merely "dwell on female
victimization, but asserts positively the capacity of women for
full sexual responsibility, authority, and independence" (82).
The Roaring Girl

makes considerable commentary on the

prevailing social order of the time. Moll constantly proves and
defends her own virtue and that of all women. Sebastian finds her
thoroughly honest, claiming that his father hates without reason,
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that Moll's worst fault is that "Sh'as a bold spirit that mingles
with mankind, / But nothing else comes near it; and oftentimes /
Through her apparel sometimes shames her birth; / But she is loose
in nothing but mirth" (II.ii.182-85). And Laxton's ploys against
her virtue are utterly thwarted. Yet the play resists full
acceptance of Moll and her disregard of social decorum. While
Sebastian does defend Moll, he uses her to antagonise his father,
knowing full well that Sir Alexander values reputation more than
wealth and may thus comply with the true marriage plans. Rose
points out that his defense is "delivered to his father in the
course of a deception and is couched entirely in terms of existing
sexual decorum, the basis of which Sebastian never questions" (86).
The defense itself raises questions of class and social opinion.
Moll's apparel, Sebastian claims, "shames her birth." Rose argues
that this point could refer to "her gender, social status, or
both," but the point is never made clear (86). It is certain that
Moll's clothing "shames" her gender, but the offense to class is
also possible. While her actual social status is not revealed, Moll
is apparently the beneficiary of a certain amount of wealth, and
she seems to have ample free time, both points indicating that she
is not poor or lower class. By spending so much time in lowly
activities, then, Moll could certainly be considered offensive to
her class, and there is always the hint of immorality

posed by her

choice of clothing. She seems to invite questions about her
behavior, and, Rose points out, "Moll herself seems to acquiesce in
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the view that regards her as aberrant, thereby affirming existing
sexual values" (87). Freely admitting her contempt of marriage,
smoking, drinking, talking loudly in public, and physically
fighting with men, Moll's behavior can easily be seen as
unconventional at the very least. While the play insists that no
real harm comes of her actions, it also refuses to fully
incorporate her into the society at large.
Like The Roaring Girl, The Widow's Tears gives minimal attention
to prostitution— Tomasin appears in one brief Scene, and is quickly
and violently chased away— but the play also reveals something of
the prevailing sentiments toward women who are considered "out of
their place." Tharsalio's wooing of Eudora, for example, uses
methods very similar to those used in procuring whores, implying
that widows— particularly those who make inpossible vows— are
promiscuous. The humor rests in the overturning of Eudora's vows,
but the play also makes much of the fickleness of women and the
licentious nature of those who vow chastity.
Tharsalio reveals his opinion of the widow— and women in
general'— quite early. Eudora is "rich and haughty...a jewel worth
the wearing, if a man knew how to win her" (I.i.64-65). As the
second son, he can be expected to think in economic terms, but
labeling the widcw "haughty" implies that she is proud, indifferent
to the affections of a man of Tharsalio's station. This could refer
to class differences and the expected negative attitudes of the low
toward the high, but Tharsalio's overall view of women is extremely

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

158

suspicious and pessimistic:
Do you not brag amongst yourselves how grossly

you abuse

their honest credulities? How they adore you for saints,
and you believe it, while you adhorn their temples, and
they believe it not? How you vow widowhood in their
lifetime, and they believe you, when even in the sight of
their breathless corse, ere they be fully cold, you join
embraces with his grocm, or his physician, and perhaps his
poisoner; or at least, by the next moon, if you can expect
so long, solemnly plight new hymeneal bonds with a wild,
confident, untamed ruffian? (I.i.110-119)
Women, Tharsalio believes, are liars, adulterers, and most likely
murderers. They make a game of cuckolding their husbands while
being adored as saints. While his diatribe against women is
distasteful, it is typical of city comedy. Lee Bliss explains that
City canedy characteristically emphasizes witty and amoral
cunning; standards of efficiency replace those of
morality, and the spoils belong to the cunning and the
bold. City comedy’s humor depends upon our (perhaps)
shocked delight in a world which refuses to exalt, even to
recognize, human fulfillment of those social and personal
ideals to which we pay such eager lip service. Virtuous
claims invariably prove hypocritical; plots revolve around
sex and business, and successful action can only be based
on the "true," unfeigned passions— greed and lust. (164)

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

159

In addition to greed and lust, Tharsalio's courtship of Eudora
also has a measure of revenge attached to it. He was once her page
and as such was not permitted to sit at her board. But now
Tharsalio wants to "board abed / and under bring, who bore so high
her head" (I.i.186-188). Evidence of class jealousy is again
apparent. While Eudora is his social superior, Tharsalio believes
that he is her equal and has every right to "board abed," to bring
the woman under his control regardless of class differences.
Perhaps he considers gender as more prominent than class.
While Tharsalio's denunciation of women and his proposed
objectives seem crude, Eudora does indeed appear to mourn very
briefly. Lysander meets Lycus and discovers that the widow is
already receiving suitors: "I thought she would have stood so
stiffly on her widow vow that she would not endure the sight of a
suitor" (I.ii.6-8). Such shocking events are easily explained, for
women, Lycus argues, are all possessed by a "certain itch in female
blood; they love to be sued to; but she'll hearken to no suitors"
(I.ii.11-12). But even listening to the suitors can be hazardous
because "They that fear the adder's sting will not cane near her
hissing" (I.ii.16-17). It is, of course, interesting that the adder
Lysander refers to is female, a point befitting the misogynistic
overtones of the play.
Tharsalio's attempts to woo Eudora are very crude.

Although

she is his social superior, he acts as if he is her equal at the
very least, and his proposals are brazen and seem more like brothel
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chat than the courtly wooing the situation implies:
EucL One that waited on my board?
Thar. That was only a preparation to my weight on your
bed, madam.
Bud. How dar'st thou cane to me with such a thought?
Thar. Come to you, madam? I dare cone to you a midnight,
and bid defiance to the proudest spirit that haunts these
your loved shadows, and would anyway make terrible the
access of my love to you. (I.ii.76-85)
Tharsalio's solicitations, in addition to being outrageously
inappropriate, are colored by concerns with class. The defiance he
offers to the proud spirits can refer to Eudora's pride in her oath
or to the potential suitors visiting her. He seems quite pleased
with his own qualifications and does not acknowledge class
distinctions, a point supported by Tharsalio's refusal to restrict
his coarse comments to Eudora. Considering himself more worthy than
Rebus, a rival he accuses of being diseased, Tharsalio suggests
that Eudora send him to "the widow your tenant, the virtuous
panaeress Arsace. I perceive he has crown's in's purse"
(I.ii.125-27). He inplies that his rivals are only worthy of a
whore, not a wealthy widow. But it is also possible that he is
suggesting that Eudora is playing the whore by allowing men like
Rebus to court her, and he begs a comparison between Arsace and
Eudora: both are widows, and while Arasce has clear connections to
the sex trade, the comparison implies that Eudora is working in a
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similar manner.
Tharsalio's treatment of the whore, Tomasin, is typically
violent. When she bests him in jest, he kicks her and demands that
she "learn to tread afore you be fledge" (I.iii.169-70). He then
hatches a plot with Arsace to buy the widow. Like Laxton, he
believes that any woman can be had for a price. And Arasce is
certainly no exception to his rule. Tharsalio offers her the house
she rents for free if she helps him woo Eudora. To bribe the widow,
he gives Arsace a jewel to give to Eudora to smooth over an old
grudge between the widow and Arsace, claiming that "Presents are
present cures for female grudges, / Make bad seem good, alter the
case with judges" (I.iii.197-98).
Eudora first takes Arsace's jewel but refuses to see her. But
she claims that her business is Eudora's honor, and is given
audience. Once before the Countess, Arsace claims that she is
attempting to change her life, claiming that "I have been moved by
your honor's most chaste admonition to leave the offensive life I
led before" (II.ii.64-66). But she has not left the trade entirely
because she continues to procure "for the pleasure of two or three
poor ladies that have prodigal knights to their husbands"
(II.ii.68-70). Such practices, however, are discounted by Arsace as
"nothing but my charity" (II.ii.77). And Arsace's argument echoes
Eudora's prediciment. The bawd claims to have put away her former
trade, but she still works in it part time. While Eudora has sworn
to uphold her vows to her deceased husband and have nothing to do

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

162

with men, she is besieged by suitors, and she does give them an
audience while pretending to be distressed by their efforts.
Arsace pretends to warn Eudora against taking Tharsalio as her
husband because he is the "most incontinent and insatiate man of
women that ever Venus blessed with ability to please them"
(II.ii.87-38). He is so lustful that "not a hundred will serve his
one turn. I protest to your honor, when— Venus pardon me-— I winked
at my unmaidenly exercise, I have known nine in a night made mad
with his love" (II.ii.97-99). Eudora implies that she is not
interested in descriptions of Tharsalio's sexual prowess, but
Arsace continues to provide her "denunciations" of the suitor,
telling the widow to "fix your whole womanhood against him. He will
so enchant you as never man did woman; nay a goddess, say his light
huswives, is not worthy of his sweetness" (II.ii.107-110). To
further flatter the widow, Arsace claims that her warnings are born
of "your honor's most perfect admonitions [which] have brought me
to such a hate of these imperfections that I could not but attend
you with my duty and urge his unreasonable manhood to the fill"
(II.ii.113-115). The lewd puns are quite obvious, but the argument
has the desired effect. After dismissing Arsace, the widow claims
that those formerly employed in the sex trade "are most vehement
against licence. But it is the course of the world to dispraise
faults and use them, that so we may use them the safer. What might
a wise widow resolve upon this point now? Contentment is the end of
all worldly beings. Beshrew her, would she had spared her news"
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(II.ii.137-142). While Eudora claims that she will remain true to
her vow of perpetual widowhood, she also desires contentment, and
marriage is evidently one way to attain that goal. And it is likely
that Arsace's description of Tharsalio's "talents" have had some
effect. Her response implies that those who profess chastity are
not able to maintain their values, that any woman can be had.
Arsace claims that she has put aside her former trade, but her
"warning" to the widow certainly resembles procurement. Reporting
her success to Tharsalio, Arsace maintains that
it took like sulfur. And yet this virtuous countess hath
to my ear spun out many a tedious lecture of pure sister's
thread against concupiscence; but ever with such an
affected zeal as my mind gave me she had a kind of secret
titillation to grace my poor house sometimes, hut that she
feared a spice of the sciatica. (II.iii.18-24)
Although Eudora wears all the trappings of virtue and demands that
lecherous women reform themselves, Arsace suspects that she is just
as licentious as the women of the brothels. In effect, then, Arsace
has acted as a bawd once again even while denying her participation
in the trade. And Tharsalio also believes that Eudora's virtue is a
disguise because "these angry heats that break out at the lips of
these strait-laced ladies are but as symptoms of a lustful fever
that boils within them" (II.iii.27-29).
Lycus reports that Eudora is interested in Tharsalio's
preposition, even though she repudiates him. Since Arsace's
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departure, the widow has "been something altered, more pensive than
before, and took occasion to question of you what your addictions
were, of what taste your humor was, of what cut you wore your wit,
and all this in a kind of disdainful scorn" (II.iii.107-111).
The play also reiterates the canmon arguments about the
remarriage of widows. Barbara J. Todd argues that plays dealing
with widows formed a "genre that discouraged the playwright from
showing any sympathy for the pain and loneliness of widowhood.
Contempt was substituted for sympathy" (54). The Widow's Tears
implies that women were expected to remarry. But this expectation
is treated in very negative terms.

Eudora believes remarriage to

be
but a kind of lawful adultery, like usury, permitted by
the law, not approved; that to wed a second was no better
than to cuckold the first; that women should entertain
wedlock as one body, as one life, beyond which there were
no desire, no thought, no repentance from it, no
restitution to it. So as if the conscience of her vows
should not restrain her, yet the world's shame to break
such a constant resolution should repress any such motion
in her. (II.iv.30-38)
Her resolution is, of course, failing, and this is surprising to
seme. Lysander, for example, claims that he "took her spirit to be
to haughty for such depression" (III.i.158-59). But Tharsalio,
perhaps reiterating the significance of his methods of wooing,
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claims that "who more commonly short-heeled than they that are high
i'th' instep?" (III.i.160-61). Since Tharsalio has used a known
bawd to procure Eudora, he speaks of the gifts he gives her in
terms of money paid to a prostitute, and now conpares her
mannerisms to the fashions associated with prostitutes, it seems
that he considers his future wife as little more than his whore.
But he also offers some defense of Eudora's submission to his
desires:
Lys. Methinks yet shame should have controlled so sudden
an appetite.
Thar. Tush, shame doth extinguish lust as oil doth fire:
The blood once het, shame doth enflame the more;
What they before by art dissembled most,
They act more freely; shame once found is lost.
And to say truth, brother, what shame is due to't? Or what
congruence doth it carry that a young lady, gallant,
vigorous, full of spirit and complexion, her appetite new
whetted with nuptial delights, to be confined to the
speculation of a death's head; or for the loss of a
husband, the world affording flesh enough, make the
noontide of her years, the sunset of her pleasures?
(III.i.162-175)
Bliss claims that Tharsalio "suggests the unnaturalness of those
social expectations he has exploded, since they condemn a young and
vital woman to death-in-life simply because one man has died"
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(170). Yet Tharsalio does undermine the oaths of women while
praising Eudora for yielding to him. And the methods he uses to
secure her love imply that any woman is licentious and not to be
trusted when she has sworn fidelity. In effect, she is treated as a
whore, even though her submission to the wiles of Tharsalio are
considered natural.
Like The Widow’s Tears, ’Tis Pity She's a_ Whore is concerned
with the licentious behavior of women and gives little regard to
the lewd behavior of men. While the relationship of Giovanni and
Annabella makes up the bulk of the play, Putana is also important
and plays a significant role in the main plot, initially hiding her
knowledge of the incestuous affair and actually encouraging the
protagonists.
The title of the play is somewhat misleading to a modern reader
because there are no clear connections with what can be considered
prostitution in the purest sense. In the Epistle Dedicatory, Ford
writes that the "gravity of the subject may easily excuse the
lightness of the title." Ford's claim suggests that prostitution
was considered "light" and incest "grave." But such simple and
obvious conclusions may be inaccurate. While fear of incest does
appear in many Renaissance plays, Martin Ingram argues that
incest does not seem to have loomed large in the minds of
the inhabitants of early modern England.,.even, clerical
moralists usually devoted little attention to the subject.
At the popular level, it is striking that the accusations
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of incest rarely figured in defamatory insults, and that
there was no colloquial expression equivalent to "whore"
or "whoremaster" to express the sense of "incestuous
person." People do not seem to have spent much time or
energy searching out suspected cases of incest, and there
is no evidence of savage informal penalties directed
specifically against incestuous couples.
(Church Courts 248)
Lawrence Stone concurs with Ingram, arguing that the "only
peculiarity about [incest taboos] in England was the restriction of
their number at the Reformation to the Levitical degrees. On the
other hand, the punishments meted out by Church courts in the cases
of incest in Elizabethan England were surprisingly lenient" (309).
Keith Thomas finds slightly more serious implications attached to
incest, claiming that
Moralists had always taught that incest, adultery and
other forms of sexual immorality were punished by
ill-health and monstrous births; this belief was taken
over by doctors and midwives, who as late as the
eighteenth century held that deformed children might well
result from indecent sexual relations— on the faintly
rationalised ground that the state of mind of the
copulating parties helped to give the embryo its
distinctive shape. (107)
The points raised by Ingram, Stone, and Thomas are compelling, but
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they also raise questions of why so many playwrights saw fit to
express such profound horror of incest. While the church courts
treated the sin lightly, dramatists typically stage gruesome ends
for those involved in incestuous affairs— Gertrude in Hamlet and
Annabella in ’Tis Pity She's a Whore being the most flagrant
examples. Both plays stage incest in the context of aristocratic
families, yet they were performed for a popular audience, something
that renders such an obvious solution to the discrepancy difficult
to defend. The reactions of the characters to incest could,
however, serve as a verbal sign of their social class.
While 'Tis Pity She's £ Whore is focused primarily on the
incest plot and is not necessarily concerned with prostitution, it
does place emphasis on the consequences of sexual immorality.
Certainly Giovanni and Annabella are guilty of sexual depravity,
and Putana is clearly involved in their relationship. But there is
no clear connection between prostitution and the title. While
Putana's name means whore, she does nothing to suggest whoredom in
the play— although her eventual approval and encouragement of
Giovanni and Annabella's incestuous relations does imply moral
degeneracy on her part.
Although hardly a whore, Putana is indeed bawdy. When watching
Soranzo and Grimaldi fighting over Annabella, she evaluates the
suitors. Grimaldi, she explains, is a soldier, but Putana does not
like him "for nothing but being a soldier; not one amongst twenty
of your skirmishing captains but have some privy maim or other that
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mars their standing upright" (I.ii.81-84). She also takes financial
potential into consideration. Soranzo is "wise, and what is more,
rich; and what is more than that, kind, and what is more all than
this, a nobleman." Soranzo does, however, have one flaw; he has
seduced "Hippolita, the lusty widow, in her husband's lifetime: and
'twere but for that report, sweetheart, would 'a were thine"
(I.ii.90-100). Yet Putana contends that Soranzo is the man for
Annabella, perhaps implying that a virile man would be good for her
in spite of his infidelities.
Soranzo is not, however, Annabella's first choice: she prefers
her brother. Putana first thinks Annabella is teasing when she
looks upon Giovanni as a potential lover, though she does leave
when asked without questioning the situation: "If this were any
other company for her, I should think my absence an office of some
credit; but I will leave them together" (I.ii.178-80). Such
opinions do link Putana and sex for money, but it is not likely
that keeping the casual sexual encounters of her mistress secret
would make Putana a whore— although she could be accused of being a
bawd because of her knowledge, approval, and encouragement

of the

relationship.
Upon learning that Annabella and Giovanni are serious about
their affair, Putana proves to be a worthy confidant. However, the
advice she gives sanctions the incestuous romance: "I commend thee,
charge; fear nothing sweetheart; what though he be your brother?
Your brother's a man, I hope, and I say still, if a young wench
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feel the fit upon her, let her take anybody, father or brother, all
is one" (II.i.42-46). Her casual indifference to illicit sex is, of
course, shocking, and the dialogue sounds like scanething one whore
might say to another while attempting to gloss over the social
implications of their behavior. It also suggests a complete
disregard of any form of sexual morality. Any man will do when a
woman feels the need, and it may well be that this attitude
explains Ford's decision to link Putana with prostitution.
Putana also acts as a mediator for Annabella's would-be
suitors. She tells Donado that she commends Bergetto to Annabella
"every night before her first sleep, because I would have her dream
of him, and she hearkens to that most religiously" (II.v.14-16).
While such practice is innocent, it has a measure of procurement to
it, and Donado does pay Putana for her services and promises more
if she continues her efforts on Bergetto's behalf (II.v. 18-20).
A common activity of the stage whore is playing the part of the
informant, and Putana does carry out this role.

However, unlike

Francischina or Bellamira, she does not necessarily provide her
information of her own free will or for profit.

She is deceived by

Vasques' promises of protection from Soranzo and reveals
Annabella's lover. Vasques is, of course, lying about his
protection and has his banditti take Putana away and gouge out her
eyes. His contempt for the old woman is quite apparent: "I'll help
your old gums, you toad-bellied bitch. Sirs, carry her closely into
the coalhouse, and put out her eyes instantly; if she roars, slit
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her nose" (IV.iii.245-48). The punishment is easily the most
violent carried out against any stage whore and is most certainly
excessive. And there is no mention of prostitution being the motive
for the mutilation. Perhaps the only purpose such an act serves is
to illustrate the ruthless and vicious qualities of Vasques.
After Giovanni’s gruesome entrance and the obligatory mayhem in
Act Five, the Cardinal asks if anyone else knows of the incestuous
relationship. Vasques says Putana knows of it and explains what he
has done. The Cardinal's final instructions are ambiguous:
"PeaceI--first this woman, chief in these effects:/ My sentence is,
that forthwith she be ta'en/ Out of the city, for example's sake,/
There to be burnt to ashes" (V.vi.137-40). It is not clear if "this
woman" refers to Annabella or Putana. Since Annabella was murdered
in an earlier scene and the Cardinal has just been asking questions
about Putana, it is possible that his sentence refers to the old
woman. He also demands that "this woman" be taken out, not "the
corpse," which can suggest that he is referring to a living person.
Such a reading does, of course, give greater emphasis to Putana's
involvement in Annabella's affair and implies that it deserves
severe punishment. And it is certainly a punishment more extreme
than any doled out for whoredom.
The stage whore, or the woman who is considered as such, is
typically portrayed as being out of her place, either refusing or
unable to fall into the proscribed behavior patterns of the
"respectable" woman. She is loud, often

violent, associates with
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disreputable persons, refuses to submit to men, and makes her own
decisions. It is perhaps this spirit of independence that leads to
the generally poor treatment of the stage whore. She is often
subjected to "degradation, the double standard, sexism and stern
justice...The morality of the Renaissance continued to be concerned
with chastity as an absolute, and considering its great value, we
can clearly see the fate of the fallen woman in true perspective"
(Haselkorn 25). The attitude toward the stage whore ranges from
contempt to indifference to violent retribution. While Haselkorn's
categories— cavalier, liberal, and puritan— -do give a certain
degree of direction in assessing the presentation of stage whore,
they are confining. While Jonson and Marston do adopt what
Haselkorn considers the cavalier view toward prostitution,
asserting that whores are no more immoral than anyone else, but
always allowing the wits to win in the end, other
playwrights— particularly Shakespeare— do not fit so conveniently
into neat categories. Shakespeare does indeed allow his whores to
endure the typical abuses, but his plays also imply a greater
measure of sympathy toward than than Haselkorn's categories allow.
While they are sometimes accused of crimes other than prostitution,
they typically are guilty of nothing but sexual licentiousness,
quite different from Jonson's Dol or Marston's Fransichina.
Contrary to arguments that Shakespeare does not consider the social
conditions of such women, it is often apparent that a great deal of
consideration of the circumstances that brought the women to
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whoredom is inplied in the texts. This is not to say that
Shakespeare was not a man of the time. His whores often face
prison, are rejected by "legitimate" society, and are often treated
with contenpt by other characters. But Shakespeare never permits
his audience to forget the conditions that brought the women to
prostitution, something that is notably absent in most Renaissance
plays.
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Chapter Four— Prostitution and Shakespeare's Stage

The stage whore does not fare well in the plays of
Shakespeare's contemporaries. She is typically the object of scorn
and contempt, and she is often involved in criminal activity much
more serious than simple prostitution. Haselkorn claims that
Jonson, Chapman, Marston, and Shakespeare adopt a Cavalier view of
prostitution, an opinion which accepts "Punishment— beatings and
Bridewell...not to reform, but as a concomitant of prostitution.
Cavaliers are insensitive to the whore's situation, unconcerned
about her ugly existence, and treat her with a large share of
disdain" (20). Marston, for example, portrays Francischina as a
malignant force in The Dutch Courtesan. She is little more than a
would-be murderer and no consideration is given to the
circumstances that led her to devise her evil stratagems. Her
actions merit the severe punishment she receives, but the other
characters— who are equally vile— go free. Francischina is,
however, clearly involved in additional crimes, and the same point
applies to Bellamira in Marlowe's Jew of Malta. She is a courtesan,
but she is also involved in extortion and deception and is killed
because of her efforts to deceive Barabas, a master criminal.
Jonson also chooses to involve his whores in illegal activities
other than prostitution, but he is somewhat more lenient than
Marston and Marlowe in that Dol Common escapes any form of
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punishment other than the utter collapse of her schemes in The
Alchemist. And Punk Alice, though kicked and chased away in
Bartholomew Fair, continues to ply her trade without interference.
Many modern critics consider such apparent lack of concern for
the condition of the stage whore to be common practice among
Renaissance playwrights.

Haselkorn, for example, argues that

Shakespeare,
in common with writers like Jonson and Marston, neither
rails nor preaches, and accepts, rather than rejects, the
ubiquitous evil of unwholesome sex and whoredom. His
generous gesture to help heal an unhealthy condition is
laughter— laughter that is not always wholesome or
agreeable. (21)
Haselkorn, however, does concede that Jonson and Shakespeare rarely
tar their whores with the "brush of innate malignity and evil," but
she goes on to say that the prostitutes' "grossness and debauchery
are concomitants of their bleak, precarious existence, and they are
treated with contempt and ridicule" (21). While Dol Common and Doll
Tearsheet are indeed crude and conniving at times, it is inaccurate
to assume that they are treated with contempt. Jonson's Dol is
perhaps the most intelligent and dedicated member of the "indenture
tripartite," and she is graced with an almost uncanny ability to
deceive the gulls who visit Lovewit's house, talents that Jonson
rarely finds repugnant. Shakespeare also treats his whores with
something less than contempt. While Doll Tearsheet is bawdy and
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somewhat world-weary? she is not ridiculed by the playwright. She
may well be one of his finest minor characters. Giorgio Melchiori
points out that "perhaps the most subtle feat of characterisation,
apart from the many-sided Palstaff, is Doll Tearsheet. From her
first appearance on the stage half-drunk she undertakes a desperate
fight against the degradation of Love through Disease and
Mortality" (19). She displays a full range of human emotion; she
has some measure of discretion, rejecting Pistol's advances; she
seems to have genuine affection for Falstaff, engaging in comic
bantering with him that almost equals that of Beatrice and Benedick
in Much Ado About Nothing. Yet many modern critics conclude that
Shakespeare gives his whores little consideration. Taylor, for
example, claims that
Shakespeare sees prostitution from the outside, or rather
from the male side, the side of the customer or the pimp;
the women either do not exist at all (as in Measure for
Measure and Pericles) or deserve contempt (as in Henry
IV, Part 2 and Timon of Athens). Curiously,
unrealistically, they are never young, never beautiful,
never genuinely alluring. To make them attractive would
be to admit their power; but it might also force male
actors to equate themselves with female prostitutes
...Shakespeare could tolerate, barely, the image of the
actor as a jovial, harmless, male pimp; but he never
pictured the actor as an oppressed, alluring, female
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whore.

(392)

Such subjective arguments are, of course, easily refuted.
Claims that prostitutes do not appear in Measure for Measure or
Pericles imply a total disregard of performance and the
opportunities presented by the texts for staging whores— both plays
present substantial scenes that take place in or near brothels, a
place where a prostitute could be expected to put in an appearance.
Their failure to appear in the text does not mean that the women
would not appear on the stage as an indication of locale, a
possibility modern productions often use extensively. The texts
make little mention of the appearance and age of the prostitutes or
bawds. Mistress Overdone is evidently old, as she has nearly worn
her eyes out in the service. But there is no mention of the age of
Doll Common in the Henry plays or Timandra and Phrynia in Timon.
Moreover, the measure of contempt heaped on the whores in the Henry
IV plays and Timon of Athens is questionable at best. While Doll
does take some abuse at the hands of the Boar's Head clientele, the
people who attack her are among the most contemptible in the play,
and it is thus possible to suggest that their actions say more
about the characters giving the abuse than the victim. Mistress
Quickly is treated quite well by the patrons of the tavern even
though she is probably a bawd. She is teased, but it is also
evident that she is loved. The similarities between the treatment
Mistress Quickly receives and that meted out to Doll suggests that
the other characters are also fond of her— Pistol perhaps being the
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exception because his remarks and actions are threatening and
violent. Phrynia and Timandra in Timon, though considered the
source of disease, are treated more as a potential weapon against
Timon's enanies than the objects of contempt. The supposed derision
that Timon pours out on the whores also takes the form of a
warning, pointing out that the men who visit prostitutes only use
them— something quite similar to Timon's situation.
Shakespeare treats his prostitutes, even the most
unappealing, with considerably more dignity than many of his
contemporaries. Critics typically place too much reliability on the
opinions of the characters who heap the insults and attacks on the
whores and assume that they represent Shakespeare's voice. There
is, however, no way of ever knowing exactly what Shakespeare
thought of prostitution, and it is also impossible to knew which
characters— if any— express his point of view. And even if
Shakespeare did voice his opinions through his characters, simple
logic suggests that it is unlikely that he would choose to express
his own sentiments through the actions of contemptible persons.
Haselkorn points out that in _1 Henry IV, "Mistress Quickly is
the hostess of the tavern in Eastcheap, a widow who has probably
graduated from prostitute to bawd with increasing age and waning
charms" (45). Like Mistress Overdone in Measure for Measure,
Mistress Quickly is poor and runs an ostensibly "legitimate"
business. While the tavern is hardly the brothel run by Mistress
Overdone, it does appear to serve as a procurement station for Doll
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Tearsheet. Explaining that she has searched for Falstaff's
belongings after a supposed theft, the hostess claims that "the
tithe of a hair was never lost in my house before" (III.iii.55-56).
Falstaff, however, argues that the old woman is not telling the
entire truth because "Bardolph was shaved and lost many a hair" in
her establishment (III.iii.57-58). Loss of hair, of course, is one
of the symptoms of syphilis, and Falstaff's claim implies that
Bardolph has contracted the disease at the tavern. When attacking
the validity of the Hostess's charge that he has defamed the
prince, Falstaff suggests that there is "no more faith in thee than
in a stewed prune" (III. iii. 110). While the stewed prune was, Shugg
points out, "the staple dish offered in brothels" (303) and implies
that Mistress Quickly has some connection with prostitution, it is
likely that Falstaff's comment inplies that the Hostess is as
faithless as if she made her living out of a brothel (Humphreys 115
n„). Such causal attacks on the virtue of Mistress Quickly are,
perhaps, harmless and may have no purpose other than mischievous
insult, but there is a significant amount of innuendo attached to
them. And even the Hostess slips into unintentionally
self-deprecating remarks about her own chastity. When replying to
Falstaff's claim that she is "neither fish nor flesh, a man knows
not where to have her," Mistress Quickly claims that Falstaff "or
any man knows where to have me" (III.iii.126-29).
The suggestive dialogue directed at Mistress Quickly continues
in 2 Henry IV, and the indications of her tavern also serving as a
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place of procurement become more explicit. There are also hints
that Mistress Quickly has been before authorities, although her
language is somewhat confusing. Informing Falstaff that she will
allow no "swaggerers," she explains that
I was before Master Tisick the deputy t'other day, and,
as he said to me— 'twas no longer ago than Wednesday
last, i' good faith— "Neighbour Quickly," says he— Master
Dumb our minister was by then— "Neighbour Quickly," says
he, "receive those that are civil, for", said he, "you
are in an ill name"— now a said so, I can tell whereupon.
"For", says he. "you are an honest woman, and well
thought on, therefore take heed what guests you receive;
receive", says he, "no swaggering companions": there
comes none here.

(II.iv.82-92)

Mistress Quickly claims that she was "before" the deputy which
implies that she saw him in an official capacity. Yet her
understanding of the encounter is apparently so limited and her
thoughts so disordered that she reports it in manner that suggests
a casual meeting. Her quotations of the deputy's language, however,
indicate that he was ordering her to clean up her establishment,
claiming that her name is "ill." Since the deputy also tells her
that she is an "honest woman," it is possible that the reason for
the reprimand rests more with the people who frequent the tavern
than with the hostess. It is interesting, however, that the deputy
is apparently more concerned with "Swaggerers," disorderly people,
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than prostitutes, a point Mistress Quickly picks up as she treats
Doll kindly while demanding that Pistol be kept out of the tavern.
Haselkorn argues that Mistress Quickly is treated with
derision, Falstaff's insults and Hal's laughter being signs of
contempt. The jokes, sexual innuendo, and Falstaff's reduction of
the old woman to a "thing," Haselkorn claims, all
stress the low estean in which the character is held.
Thus, to classify a woman as a prostitute is not simply to
signify a variant form of personal behavior, but the set
of conditions, character, and intent of the classification
degrades her, and this reframes her into a non-person, a
"thing" (46).
While Mistress Quickly is indeed the victim of numerous insults and
what is essentially petty theft at the hands of Falstaff, the plays
do not necessarily cast her as a non-person or present her in
degrading circumstances. The bouts with Falstaff amount to mild
domestic disputes at worst, and her reaction to Falstaff's death in
Henry

V implies that while the old knight is an obnoxious nuisance

at times, Mistress Quickly loves him. She stays at his bedside
during his illness, and after all the difficulty Falstaff has
caused her, Mistress Quickly still believes that "he's not in hell:
he's in Arthur's bosom, if ever man went to Arthur's bosom. A' made
a finer end, and went away an it had been any christom child"
(II. iii.9-12). Such a response to a man who supposedly degraded her
at every opportunity suggests a great deal of humanity on the part
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of Mistress Quickly. She is forgiving and speaks very well of
Falstaff, and the misunderstandings that plague her speech are
noticeably absent-— even the sexual innuendo is kept to a bare
minimum, appearing only at the end of the speech when the Hostess
describes feeling Falstaff's feet: "I put my hand into the bed and
felt them, and they were as cold as any stone; then I felt to his
knees, and so upward, and upward, and all was as cold as any stone"
(II.iii.24-27).
. Performance can, of course, enhance the effect of the scene and
clarify what seems to be the inappropriate comedy of the text. The
three most significant film versions of Henry V, Olivier's 1944
film, the 1979 BBC television production and Kenneth Branagh's 1989
film, all suggest genuine affection for Mistress Quickly and infer
that her relationship with Falstaff is positive. All three versions
stress an almost familial atmosphere among the Boar's Head patrons.
Olivier's production interpolates the rejection scene from 2 Henry
IV, which is evidently an attempt to depict the effect of the
rejection on Falstaff. It is an uncomfortable moment in what is
otherwise an overtly patriotic and favorable portrayal of Hal.
Mistress Quickly opens a window in a room above the tavern. The
camera closes on the opening, framing Falstaff in his bed. The old
man sits up and shouts, "God save thee, my sweet boy...My King! My
Jove! I speak to thee, my heart." A voice-over repeats Hal's "I
know thee not, old man..." and Falstaff slumps back into his
pillows. Mistress Quickly's description of his death is staged

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

183

inside the tavern, the Boar's Head regulars huddled on a flight of
stairs. She reveals the details of Falstaff's final moments in
despondent tones, but her tears are virtually absent until the end
of the speech when she drops her head in Pistol's lap. The inherent
humor of the last part of the speech is eliminated by a clever
piece of stage business. While speaking of putting her hands on
Falstaff's feet, Mistress Quickly places her hand on Pistol's boot
and moves it up the outside of his leg, finally resting her hand on
his when explaining that "all was as cold as any stone." The result
is that the bawdy connotation of "all" is diminished, implying that
his hands were as cold as his feet.
In the BBC production the scene is staged on a street outside
the tavern. The characters are standing and thus positioned further
apart than in the Olivier and Branagh versions, blocking that
minimizes the familial qualities of the scene. Mistress Quickly
relates the particulars of Falstaff's death with sember voice. But
the potential comedy of her last lines is downplayed to a lesser
extent than in the Olivier production, because the lines, although
delivered in a very solemn and controlled manner, have some of the
serious edge removed by Bardolph's apparently indelible smile.
Perhaps in keeping with the text's references to his drinking
habits, he is played as drunk in the scene. With a heavily slurred
voice and laugh, Bardolph comments that Falstaff cried out for
women at his death. Mistress Quickly is highly indignant at his
remark, raising her voice in anger to state that the old man did no
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such thing. Yet she is quick to forgive and reluctantly hugs
Bardolph and the others as they go off to the latest war.
Branagh's dark version of the play also emphasizes the
camaraderie of the tavern dwellers. But it makes the scene more
intimate than the BBC version and echoes Olivier's film by
employing an interior shot rather than an exterior street set.
Pistol, the Boy, Nym, Bardolph, and Mistress Quickly are huddled
together on a flight of stairs, blocking similar to that used by
Olivier which immediately suggests amiable familiarity. Mistress
Quickly's lines are again delivered in melancholy tones punctuated
by tears. But the last part of her speech is delivered in a manner
that implies that she is fully aware of the lewd humor. The camera
closes on Mistress Quickly's face, and she addresses the audience
in language broken by her crying, saying that "all was cold as any
stone" as her head falls to Pistol's shoulder. Rather than
misplaced humor, the scene suggests that bawdy jokes were simply a
habit shared by Mistress Quickly and Falstaff and that she is aware
of the humor of her remark. The close camera shot focuses attention
on the Hostess and does expose some of the limitations of film as
opposed to traditional theatre as the viewer cannot see the
reactions of the other characters to her comments or stage business
like that in Oliver's production. But the close shot also
eliminates the possibility of distractions like the smiling
Bardolph in the BBC Henry V.
Mistress Quickly extends her kindness to all the characters who
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enter her tavern, and this includes Doll Tearsheet. While Hal
believes that "This Doll Tearsheet should be some road," and Poins
claims that she is as "common as the way between Saint Albans and
London" (II.iii.159-61), Mistress Quickly shows concern for the
prostitute, treating her humanely and showing concern for her well
being:
Host. I*faith, sweetheart, methinks now you are in an
excellent good temperality. Your Pulsidge beats as
extraordinarily as heart would desire, and your colour I
warrant you is as red as any rose, in good truth, la! But
i*faith you have drunk too much canaries, and that's a
marvellous searching wine, and it perfumes the blood ere
one can say, 'What's this?' How do you now?
Doll. Better than I was— hen.
Host. Why that's well said— a good heart's worth gold.
(II.iv.22-31)
Since it is likely that Mistress Quickly serves as something of a
bawd for Doll, it is possible that the concern for her is a
business interest— the reference to a good heart and gold implies
such a point, and she does hurry Doll off to Falstaff: "O. run
Doll, run; run good Doll; ccsne. She comes blubbered. [To Doll] Yea,
will you come, Doll? (II.iv.386-87). But her conduct toward Doll is
considerably more humane than the bawd/whore relationships staged
by Shakespeare's contemporaries. She does not beat Doll as Ursula
does Punk Alice in Bartholomew Fair, and she does not make trite
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suggestions or brag about the services she has provided like Mary
Faugh in the Dutch Courtesan. Mistress Quickly instead behaves
towards Doll as she does any other person who enters her tavern— as
someone she knows well and cares about.
The apparent ill-treatment of Doll by Falstaff, Pistol, and Hal
in the play has led some critics to claim that Shakespeare cared
little for the condition of the women lured into prostitution. But
his whores are actually treated quite well when compared to other
stage prostitutes. And it is also significant that Shakespeare
chose to place Doll in the play at all. In the Famous Victories of
Henry the Fifth there is no character resembling Doll or Mistress
Quickly. While it can be argued that he put them in the play for
the purpose of ribald humor, Shakespeare also chooses to treat both
women with some measure of dignity.

And there is considerable

difference in the ways that the whore is treated by Mistress
Quickly and the other characters. Falstaff, for example, after
being informed that Doll is "Sick of a calm" claims that "So is all
her sect; and they be once in a calm they are sick" (II.iv.36-38).
Rather than express any sympathy for Doll's condition, Falstaff
falls into crude humor, implying that whores are only "calm," not
working, when they are ill. She is also seen as the source of
disease: "If the cook help to make the gluttony, you help to make
the diseases, Doll; we catch of you, Doll, we catch of you"
(II.iv.44-46). Doll argues that the patrons catch only the chains
and jewels of the whores, steal from than. But Falstaff claims that
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the patrons catch "Your brooches, pearls and ouches— for to serve
bravely is to come halting off, you know; to come off the breach
with his pike bent bravely; and to surgery bravely; to venture upon
the chambers bravely" (II.iv.48-52). His references to the jewels
suggest the various sores associated with venereal disease, and
Partridge points out that surgery refers to "venereal surgery," and
the pike refers to the penis (195,159). A visit to Doll, then, can
result in disease, an inability to perform sexually, and an
appointment with the surgeon.
Such comments seem to support contemporary criticism's claims
that Shakespeare presents his whores in a negative light. However,
the character delivering the charges has to be considered.
Falstaff, while loved by all, is ultimately considered the primary
source of civil discord in the realm. But it is also quite likely
that his criticism of Doll amounts to the same form of bawdy play
that he and Mistress Quickly practice. During the confrontation
with Doll, Mistress Quickly steps between the warring parties and
claims that
By my troth, this is the old fashion; you two never meet
but you fall to some discord. You are both i'good truth
as rheumatic as two dry toasts, you cannot bear with
another's confirmities. What the goodyear! one must bear,
[To Doll] and that must be you— you are the weaker
vessel, as they say, the emptier vessel.

(II.iv.54-60)

Her comment suggests that Falstaff and Doll commonly engage in such
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behavior, that they grate on each other like two dry pieces of
toast. Yet it also implies that Mistress Quickly is Doll's bawd. By
telling the whore that she is the one who must "bear," she implies
that Doll must work, yield to Falstaff, put up with his complaints
and comments.
Although Doll and Falstaff are constantly arguing, it is
apparent that she genuinely likes the old knight, and the chronic
bantering is more bluster than true anger: "Come, I'll be friends
with thee, Jack, thou art going to the wars, and whether I shall
ever see thee again or no there is nobody cares" (II.iv.64-66). Her
lines again suggest that she and Falstaff are simply engaging in
common behavior when arguing— their apparent anger fades quickly, a
situation quite similar to the conflicts between Falstaff and
Mistress Quickly. And Doll does have some measure of discretion.
When informed that the swaggering Pistol has arrived, she
nonchalantly says, "Hang him, swaggering rascal, let him not come
hither; it is the foul-mouth'dst rogue in England" (II.iv.69-70).
And she wants nothing to do with his offers to employ her services:
"Charge me? I scorn you scurvy companion, what, you poor, base,
rascally, cheating, lack-linen mate! Away you mouldy rogue, away! I
am neat for your master" (II.iv.120-23). Haselkorn argues that
Doll's ccsnment indicates that she is much like Dol Common, "for she
is enterprising. This is reflected in her choice of clients...Doll
is ambitious, she prefers Prince Hal to Pistol" (46). Doll does
indeed bear considerable similarity to Dol Common in her choice of
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profession, her mastery of the creative insult, her apparent
involvement in criminal schemes— she is accused of complicity in a
murder later in the play— and her association with other criminals.
But while she may certainly prefer Hal to Pistol, it is unlikely
that he would have anything to do with her. He has already rejected
the hostess, telling Falstaff in Part _1, "Why, what a pox have I to
do with my Hostess of the tavern" (1H4, I.ii.46-47). Given that
Mistress Quickly is Doll's bawd, it is implied that he would also
avoid the prostitute. Apparently Haselkorn misreads the line as the
text implies that Falstaff is more Pistol's master than Hal.
Pistol is the recipient of Doll's contempt; she calls him a
cutpurse rascal, threatens him with her knife, and ridicules him at
every opportunity (II.iv.125-127). Although Mistress Quickly
assigns Pistol high military rank in what can only be an effort to
pacify the noisy man, Doll finds the possibility of his military
advancement unlikely:
Captain! Thou abominable damned cheater, art thou not
ashamed to be called captain? And captains were of my
mind, they would truncheon you out, for taking their
names upon you before you have earned them. You a
captain? You slave! For what? For tearing a poor whore's
ruff in a bawdy house? He a captain? Hang him, rogue, he
lives upon mouldy stewed prunes and dried cakes. A
captain? God's light, these villains will make the word
odious as the word "occupy," which was an excellent good
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word before it was ill sorted: therefore captains had
need look to't. (II.iv.136-47)
Doll's relationship with Pistol includes a certain bitterness that
is notably absent in her dealings with Falstaff. Rather than
concocting insults that are the equal of the whore's, Pistol wants
revenge for her remarks, threatening to tear her clothing and
wishing her "To Pluto's damned lake, by this hand, to th'infernal
deep, with Erebus and tortures vile also!" (II.iv.153-55). Pistol
is, however, subdued when Falstaff threatens to draw his
sword— implying that the reputation of the "hero" of Shrewsbury is
held as true. Falstaff's chivalrous action is appreciated by Doll,
who claims that "i'faith, I love thee. Thou art as valorous as
Hector of Trey, worth five of Agamemnon, and ten times better than
the Nine worthies. Ah, villain" (II.iv.215-18). And her
appreciation of his valor leads her to offer to "canvass thee
between a pair of sheets" (II.iv.221).
While the scene is laced with bitter comedy— the hopelessly
inept knight defending the honor of a whore— it is one of the few
times in Renaissance drama when a character attempts to protect a
prostitute. Asked to sit on Falstaff's knee after the fray, Doll
subtly undercuts her earlier praise of the old knight by pointing
out that he chased Pistol out of the room "like a church"
(II.iv.226). Following as it does Falstaff's reference to Pistol
fleeing him like quicksilver, Doll's comment suggests that Falstaff
is an immobile, hulking structure, unable to move if he wanted.
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Ironically echoing the Chief Justice and Hal, Doll asks, "Thou
whoreson little tidy Bartholomew boar-pig, when wilt thou leave
fighting a-days, and foining a-nights, and begin to patch up thine
old body for heaven?" (II.iv.227-30). Falstaff, of course, wants to
hear nothing of this, asking that she "not speak like a
death's-head, do not bid me remember mine end" (II.iv.231-32). In
what can only be a chilling bit of foreshadowing, Doll changes the
subject by asking "what humor's the prince of?" (II.iv.233). Doll's
comments and her question about Hal anticipate the rejection scene
in Act Five. Falstaff calls out to Hal, "My king I My Jove! I speak
to thee, my heart" (V.v.46), his allusion to Jove echoing Doll's
reference to Hector and Agamemnon. Hal's speech, though certainly
more formal, incorporates the substance of Doll's earlier question
to the old man:
I know thee not, old man. Fall to thy prayers.
How ill white hairs becomes a fool and jester!

Make less thy body hence, and more thy grace;
Leave gormandizing; know thy grave doth gape
For thee thrice wider than for other men.

(V.v.46-54)

Why Shakespeare would choose to have his ideal Christian prince
echo the observations of a whore may be impossible to know with any
certainty. It is possible that Doll's warning is just one more in a
multitude given to Falstaff in the course of the Henry IV plays,
his frailties so obvious that even a whore can recognize them. Yet
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the lines also suggest that Doll is perceptive, more so than the
other patrons of the Eastcheap tavern.
While Falstaff's bantering is somewhat condescending and crude,
Doll does seem to have genuine affection for him, kissing him with
"a most constant heart." And even with all his insults and bawdy
craiments, Falstaff seems to have a certain measure of affection for
Doll, and this can also be read as a degree of trust— she is the
only person in the play to hear the fat knight admit that "I am
old, I am old." If she were intended to be the cynical scourge that
many critics believe, it is unlikely that Doll would fail to take
advantage of Falstaff's moment of weakness. But there is no
scatological bantering at this point; Doll only claims that "I love
thee better than I love e'er a scurvy young boy of them all"
(II.iv.268-270). Falstaff does, however, believe that Doll's
profession will of necessity cause her to forget him when he is
gone, and her challenge to him to "Prove that ever I dress myself
handsome till thy return,— Well, hearken a'th'end" is met by the
report of her demise in Henry V.
Although the entire scene is typically considered and played as
the high point of comedy, there is a somber quality about it. T.F.
Wharton points out that the 1964 Royal Shakespeare Company
production at Stratford-upon-Avon was notable for the "unexpected
elegiac quality" of the Tavern scene in Part Two. Wharton explains
that
After the expulsion of Pistol, Falstaff sat in the
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gargantuan tub-chair which was his tavern throne, Doll
Tearsheet...on his knee...Down-stage, the Hostess and
Bardolph dozed over their beer. Up-stage, the musicians,
squatting on the stairs, played their melancholy tune on
recorders. Doll's head lay on Falstaff's shoulder, and
she spoke of patching up his old body for heaven. For a
long time, Falstaff gazed into the fire, in the smoky
dimly-lit room. Then his words, "peace, good Doll, do not
speak like a death's head; do not bid me remember mine
end," had an infinite sadness. His abuse of Hal and Poins
was full of a sense of loss: of the youth they still had,
but which he had long ago left behind. (60)
The 1979 BBC television production echoes the 1964 RSC version by
using similar gestures and speech devices. Doll sits on Falstaff's
lap, wrapping her arms around his shoulders and leaning her head
into his chest. Her question about preparing himself for heaven is
played as a melancholy attempt at humor. Although Doll smiles while
speaking the lines, her laughter is tense, masking serious
questions behind a facade of humor. Falstaff stares at her, all
humor fading from his eyes, and there is a long pause between the
whispered "Peace, good Doll" and "do not speak like a death's
head." Like the RSC production, Falstaff's lapse back into humor
after the unmasking of Hal and Poins seems out of place after the
revealing moments with Doll. There is not so much a sense of loss
as the feeling of nervous humor, a forced effort at what once came
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with ease.
The private moments shared by Doll and Falstaff before Hal's
intrusion in the text and the RSC and BBC productions raise some
carpiicated questions. Is the Falstaff who admits his frailties to
the whore the real man, the man who knows that his life is filled
with deceptions both public and private? Why does he finally admit
that he is old? Is he aware that his actions before the prince are
false? His actions when Hal appears are somewhat telling, as
Falstaff falls back into his old habits as soon as he is aware that
the Prince is in the room, calling Doll "light flesh and corrupt
blood" (II.iv.292) and claiming that "she's in hell already, and
burns poor souls" (II.iv.335-36). The lines, of course, can be
played for comedy, but the pathos of the situation can also be
stressed— the overweight, aging, inept knight making jokes more
suited to the juvenile humor of a much younger man in a futile and
indeed pathetic effort to recapture his youth. Such a reading also
adds significance to Doll's character. Rather than being a simple
target for abuse, she becomes the sole confidant of a man who knows
but refuses to admit to his friends that he is old. The possibility
that Falstaff's insults are merely for show is given some credence
by Hal's reference to Doll as "this honest, virtuous, civil
gentlewoman," points which are obviously exaggerated if not cynical
given the brutality of the arrest of Doll and the treatment of
Mistress Quickly by the Beadles in Act Five. But the true, almost
familial concerns of the women for Falstaff are apparent as he
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prepares to go off to the wars. Doll cannot speak, her heart "ready
to burst" as she tells Falstaff to "have a care of thyself," and
Mistress Quickly, who knows that Falstaff is essentially a thief
and liar, claims that "I have known thee these twenty-nine years,
cone peaseod-time, but an honester and truer-hearted man— Well,
fare thee well" (II.iv.376-82).
Doll is clearly given some measure of concern by Shakespeare.
She is easily one of the best drawn of his whores and perhaps the
best in Renaissance drama. Yet it is common for critics to claim
that Doll does not deserve any sympathy primarily because she is
accused of murdering her customers. This is at least half accurate,
but it is significant that while the Beadle mentions that "there
hath been a man or two killed about her" (V.iv.4-5) and then
clarifies his charge by pointing out that "the man is dead that you
and Pistol beat amongst you (V.iv.17-18), the punishment he
specifies for her is "whipping-cheer," the punishment of
prostitutes, not murderers. And it is also significant that Doll
does not die on the gallows. In Henry V Pistol informs the audience
that "my Doll is dead i'th' spital / Of malady of France" (HV
V.i.85-86). This is, of course, a textual anomaly that is often
corrected in performance as Pistol should be referring to Mistress
Quickly, his wife. Evidently much of the Pistol business was once
intended for Falstaff. Pistol's line does, however, imply that Doll
continued her trade after being arrested for the supposed murder.
Now that she is dead, Pistol swears that "bawd I'll turn, / And
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something lean to cut-purse quick of hand" (HV V. i.89-90.) It is
also significant that the tavern, apparently Doll's procurement
station, remains open throughout the Henry plays. Falstaff is
sentenced to semi-exile, Bardolph is hanged for theft, but Doll is
permitted to continue whoring after her arrest. After her death,
Pistol plans to become a bawd, implying that there will be more
women available to continue the cycle of prostitution. What this
suggests is that while Shakespeare apparently took other crimes
seriously and wrote in formidable penalties for the offenders,
prostitution was either not considered a deplorable offense or the
punishments doled out were pointless because nothing would stop the
trade so long as there were customers for it.
It is possible to argue for a liberal view of the application
of law against prostitution in Shakespeare's Henry IV plays by
simply observing how Doll endures in spite of attempts to suppress
her. Interpreting how she would appear or what she would do on the
stage is, however, rendered somewhat more speculative by limited
stage directions that provide no clues to costuming or gestures.
But the texts do provide numerous internal references to the
clothing of the whore. In Part 1_, for example, when answering
Falstaff's question about the time, Hal asks,
What a devil hast thou to do with the time of the day?
Unless hours were cups of sack, and minutes capons, and
clocks the tongues of bawds, and dials the signs of
leaping-houses, and the sun himself a fair hot wench in
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flame-coloured taffeta, I see no reason why thou shouldst
be so superfluous to demand the time of day.
(lH4,I.ii.6-12)
The "leaping-house" probably refers to a brothel, and taffeta is a
cannon sign of a whore in plays and pamphlets. In Dekker's Lantern
and Candlelight, for example, Pamersiel goes to the London suburbs
and sees "the doors of notorious carted bawds like Hell-gates stand
night and day wide open, with a pair of harlots in taffeta gowns,
like two painted posts, garnishing out those doors, being better to
the house than a double sign" (Judges 347). References to taffeta
and prostitutes are frequent in Renaissance drama, and Shakespeare
alludes to the connection in several plays. In All's Well That Ends
Well, for example, Lavatch, while entertaining the Countess, claims
that his answer to "fit all questions" is "As fit as ten groats is
for the hand of an attorney, as your French crown for your taffety
punk" (II.ii.19-21). His pun on the "French crown" clearly refers
to both money and the hair loss associated with the French disease,
and money and disease are also connected with prostitutes.
References to red clothing and whores also appear in Henry IV,
Part II. The Page claims that the red-faced Bardolph "calls me e'en
now, my lord, through a red lattice, and I could discern no part of
his face from the window. At last I spied his eyes, and methought
he had made two holes in the ale-wife's new petticoat, and so
peeped through" (2H4, II.ii.76-80). Melchiori explains that taverns
often had red lattice over the window openings, and it is likely
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that the ale-wife's red petticoat implies that her reputation was
questionable (92 n.). And the idea of Bardolph making holes and
peeping through her dress completes a bawdy situation. It is also
interesting that the taverns made use of red lattice in place of
windows. If this were common practice, it could simply serve as an
indication of the business that was carried out in the building.
But it is also well known that taverns carried the reputation of
being places of procurement for whores. It is possible, then, to
speculate that there may have been some connection between the red
lattice on the windows and the red dresses worn by whores, red on
the windows and the women perhaps indicating that two services were
available. In addition to the red dress, there are also references
to a ruff worn by prostitutes. In Part II, Pistol, taking offense
at Doll's insults and rejection, threatens to murder her ruff
(II.iv.131). And when chastising Pistol, Doll claims that he got
his military rank for "tearing a poor whore's ruff in a bawdy
house" (II.iv.141-42). The ruff was evidently a common indication
of whoredom on the stage. In The Roaring Girl, for example, Moll
asks, "How many are whores in small ruffs and still looks?"
(V.i.359).
The red dress and ruff evidently served as a theatrical sign of
prostitution on Shakespeare's stage in the late sixteenth century,
and they are sometimes used in conservative modern productions of

2 Henry IV. In the BBC production, for exanple, Doll wears a dark
red gown. But other recent productions have moved away from
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sixteenth century signs in favor of contemporary indications of
prostitution. The 1986-87 English Shakespeare Company production of
the Henry plays, for example, dressed Doll in a black leather
mini-skirt and torn fishnet stockings (Melchiori 51-52).
Gestures also serve to identify the stage whore. In the BBC
production Doll makes several gestures that imply that she is a
prostitute, that she cares about some of the people around her, and
that some of the officials of the kingdom are not as upstanding as
their titles suggest. And the gestures of the other characters on
the stage can also suggest something about the social activities
and habits of the whore. Doll's social status is implied from her
first entrance. She enters bemoaning the effects of a hangover,
groaning and wincing when telling Mistress Quickly that she is
better than she was. And she speaks with a heavy cockney accent,
which combined with her drunken condition suggests lower class. The
numerous bawdy references are met with laughs and giggles from the
Boar's Head patrons, and Mistress Quickly gives Doll a knowing
glance and nudges her elbow into Doll's ribs when explaining that
the woman is the weaker vessel. Doll implies that Master Dumb, the
local minister, does not always follow his calling as she places
her finger on her lips, looks up toward the ceiling, smiles, and
delivers a knowing "Oh" when Mistress Quickly mentions his name.
When refusing Pistol's advances, Doll puts her hands on Falstaff's
shoulders and leans over him while telling Pistol that she is "Meat
for your master." The bawdy potential of the scene is stressed when
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Pistol grabs Doll's behind while claiming "I know you, Mistress
Dorothy." While his action is met by laughter from the others on
the stage, Doll pulls a knife on Pistol and threatens him.

Such

actions are suggested by the text, and the fact that she is armed
also says something about the violent world that Doll inhabits. But
her action is rendered harmless when Falstaff enters the fray and
chases Pistol away. His reward for his "valor" is that Doll falls
before him on her knees and hangs all over him, fondling his beard
and kissing him. Her open display of affection can, of course, be
taken as a lack of discretion or at worst, whoredom. Doll does,
however, reveal that her affection for Falstaff is genuine. Her
voice is choked with tears when she tells him to "have a care" of
himself, and she weeps openly over Mistress Quickly's farewell to
the old knight.
Shakespeare's sympathetic drawing of prostitutes continues in
Othello. While the play presents male characters with a blatantly
negative and suspicious view of women, their skepticism is
unfounded. Desdemona is a faithful wife, not an adulteress; Emilia
is true to Iago, even though he harbors suspicions that she is
having an affair with Cassio; and Bianca, although considered a
whore by most, seems to have considerably

more than a purely

mercenary interest in Cassio. Yet the overriding fear among the
male characters in Othello, Valerie Traub points out, is that "a
woman may 'seem' to be one erotic thing and yet may 'be' another...
Underneath the dichotomization of women into virgins or whores,
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Othello implies, lies the belief that women may simultaneously
appear as virginal and yet be promiscuous" (34).
While Desdemona is clearly innocent of all charges concerning
her marital fidelity, Bianca's situation is not so indisputable.
Although she protests her innocence, she is accused of being a
whore by nearly all the male characters in the play. Yet her
relationship with Cassio does seem to be more than a simple
business arrangement. She is, for example, quite distressed that
Cassio has failed to visit her: "What, keep a week away? seven days
and nights? / Eight score eight hours, and lovers' absent hours, /
More tedious than the dial, eight score times? / 0 weary
reckoning!" (III.iv.171-174). While her speech can simply be read
as that of a courtesan lamenting a decline in business from a
favorite customer, Bianca's dismay when Cassio gives her the
handkerchief implies that she has enough interest in him to be
jealous of "a newer friend; / To the felt absence, now I feel a
cause, / Is't come to this?" (III.iv.179-81). In accordance with
the overall negative impression of women by the male characters in
the play, Cassio asks Bianca to leave himas he attends
the

"here on

general, / And think it no addition, nor my wish, / To have

him see me woman'd" (III.iv.191-93). His request that Bianca leave
before Othello sees them together, of course, can simply suggest
that as a soldier Cassio does not wish his superiors to see him
involved in an activity that could divert his attention from duty.
But it is also possible that he does not wish

to be seenin the
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company of a known courtesan. Such a reading does cast the
relationship of Cassio and Bianca in a cynical light, but it is in
keeping with the male view of relationships between men and women
in the play. But the scene also suggests that while Bianca is a
courtesan, she is quite capable of expressing what seems to be
genuine affection for Cassio, not something a purely mercenary
whore simply searching for patrons would do.
Performance can clarify the undercurrents of the scene. In the
BBC production, for example, Cassio appears nervous when Bianca
enters and does not look at her as he speaks, going so far as to
walk away while talking to her. The gestures imply that he does not
wish to be seen with Bianca, but this does little more than augment
the notion that Cassio does not wish to be seen "woman'd" and does
not necessarily suggest that Bianca is considered on the level of
the whore by the other characters. She does, however, wear a red
velvet gown. Shakespeare used red as a sign of prostitution in 2_
Henry IV, and velvet is frequently associated with whores in
Renaissance drama. While the text is also somewhat ambiguous on
this subject— and the conservative nature of the BBC production
does little to clarify the point other than her dress, something
that is lost on modern audiences— other productions make more overt
suggestions regarding Bianca's trade. In the November 14, 1985
production at the Folger Theatre, for example, the opening scene
included a "dumb show of whores and soldiers in Venice" (Collins
230). While the scene takes place in Venice rather than Cyprus, it
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should also be recalled that Venice is typically considered as
being more "civilized" than Cyprus and less likely to be infected
with the sins of cities on the edge of civilization like Cyprus.
The use of the whores with the soldiers in the opening scenes can
also help clarify Cassio's desire not to be seen in the company of
women. He has recently fallen out of Othello's graces, and keeping
the company of whores, Collins' review of the Folger production
implies, is an activity of common soldiers, not something that
would enhance Cassio's already tainted reputation. It is also
possible that the presence of prostitutes on stage early in the
play could carpel the audience to believe that Bianca is in their
number— a point that could be made even more concrete if she were
to participate in the dumb show, sonething the Collins review does
not make clear. Ihe BBC production also implies that Cassio and
Bianca are more than whore and patron. Her speech is subdued,
bordering on tears. And she is hurt when given the handkerchief.
Clearly, if she were simply his whore, there would be no reason to
be jealous other than the potential loss of income.
Bianca also plays an unwitting part in Iago’s plot against
Othello. Placing Othello in a position to overhear his
conversation, Iago plans to question Cassio about Bianca while
Othello believes he is hearing a report of Desdemona. But Iago's
plan, while treacherous and manipulative, does present an
opportunity to explain why a woman would fall into prostitution.
Iago claims that Bianca is "A housewife that by selling her
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desires / Buys herself bread and clothes: it is a creature / That
dotes on Cassio" (IV.i.94-96). He points out that she sells sex to
live and that she does indeed have some affection for Cassio. It
may well be one of the few times that Iago can be believed. He is
speaking in an aside, attempting to deceive no one, simply uttering
what is likely

factual information to the audience. The scene also

reveals that Bianca*s love for Cassio is evidently one-sided, as
most of his comments about her are extremely negative. He laughs
when Iago tells him that Bianca "gives it out that you shall marry
her" (IV.i.115). His response implies that such an arrangement is
inpossible: "I marry her? what? a customer; / I prithee, bear some
charity to my wit, / Do not think it so unwholesome" (IV.i.119-21).
Cassio*s use of "customer" is somewhat ambiguous. It can imply
that as one of Bianca*s customers Cassio can never marry her, or it
can simply be one of a multitude of Renaissance terms for whore.
Shakespeare uses the term in both forms. In All's Well That Ends
Well while questioning Diana about the ring, the King claims that
he thinks her "now some common customer." Diana's response that "if
I ever knew man 'twas you" suggests that the word means prostitute
(AWW V.iii.280-81). In Measure for Measure, however, the word takes
on more familiar meaning, although still used in reference to
prostitution. Pompey, in his new position of executioner, claims
that he feels "as well acquainted here as I was in or house of
profession: one would think it were Mistress Overdone's own house,
for here be many of her old customers" (MM IV.iii.1-4). Whether

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

205

meaning whore or frequenter of a brothel, the term clearly carries
negative connotations and would certainly not be used when
discussing someone who is loved.
But Cassio's lines to Iago are cluttered with juvenile laughter
and derogatory terms for Bianca. The reports of their intended
marriage are the result of "the monkey's own giving out; she is
persuaded I will marry her, out of her own love and flattery, not
out of my promise" (IV.i.127-29) . Cassio also claims to be annoyed
by her attentions, claiming that "she haunts me in every place"
(TV.i.131). Yet Bianca loves Cassio enough to be jealous and hurt
by his actions. Thinking that the handkerchief "is some minx's
token," she refuses to have the work copied and demands that Cassio
"give it the hobby-horse, wheresoever you had it" (IV.i.151-53).
Although a courtesan herself, she suspects that Cassio is seeing
other prostitutes and feels betrayed, implying that she looks down
on other loose women.
Bianca next appears after Cassio is attacked by Roderigo.

The

text implies that she enters alone. Being unescorted at
night— although possibly bringing about accusations of whoredom— is
hardly a major offense and certainly not grounds for charges as
serious as complicity in atterpted murder. But Iago, perhaps
capitalizing on the belief that prostitutes participated in
assaults on unsuspecting patrons, sees an easy scapegoat in the
courtesan and quickly implies that Bianca is involved in the attack
on Cassio: "Gentlemen all, I do suspect this trash / To bear a part
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in this" (V.i.85-86). Attenpting to convince the others of Bianca1s
participation in the crime, Iago claims that she looks guilty:
[To Bianca] What, look you pale?— 0 bear him out
o' the air.
Stay you good gentlewoman; look you pale, mistress?
Do you perceive the gestures of her eye?
Nay, an you stir,— we shall have more anon:
Behold her well I pray you, look upon her,
Do you see, gentlemen? nay, guiltiness
Will speak, though tongues were out of use.
(V.i.103-109)
Iago is, of course, a masterful liar, and the other characters on
the stage never consider the possibility that Bianca is pale
because of the terror brought about by the violence of the scene.
She has just discovered the man she loves in a pool of blood, and
her pallor and the desire to turn away, to "stir," could be easily
explained if she could speak. Perhaps the horror of the event
renders her speechless, an explanation much more logical than
Iago's claim that guilt has put her tongue "out of use."
Implying that there is no distinction between the circumstances
surrounding the tavern whore and the courtesan, Iago claims that
the violence in the Cyprus streets is "the fruit of whoring,"
perhaps attempting to indicate that Bianca is involved in some sort
of crossbiting scheme normally associated with the common whore.
Her case is made worse when she admits that Cassio was at her house
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earlier that evening. It is interesting that while charged with
complicity in attempted murder, Bianca claims innocence only when
accused of being a strumpet: "I am no strumpet, but of life as
honest / As you, that thus abuse me" (V.i.121-22). She is
suggesting that she does nothing worse than any of the other
characters in the play. Her use of "honest" suggests that she
considers herself a respectable woman who is free from reproach,
that she is virtuous and possesses a sincerity of character (OE.D).
It is an unusual term for a common whore to use and may infer that
Bianca is defending her status as an "honest" courtesan. She sells
herself only to live, to buy the bread and clothes that Iago
mentions earlier. Her defense is, however, fruitless, and Bianca is
taken off stage where she "must tell's another tale" (V.i.126).
The BBC's staging of the scene is quite revealing in its
depiction of the violence and abuse heaped on prostitutes. Bianca
enters dressed in a dark red gown with a revealing neckline. Her
hair is combed and neat, implying that she has been on the streets
rather than at home in bed at the time of the attack on Cassio. And
she is also accompanied by an unnamed woman dressed in similar
attire. Why the producers chose to give Bianca an accomplice is
unclear. One way of looking at the addition is to argue that
Bianca's claims of innocence are true— she may be outside at night,
but she is not alone, not scouting for patrons. It is also possible
that the extra is intended to suggest that there is more than one
whore in Cyprus, that the women work the streets in tandem. Or she
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nay be considered a bawd, a point that enhances Bianca's reputation
of being a courtesan as they often "had a woman as a manager"
(Ruggierio 21). Although the extra makes no comment and stands
quietly behind the main action, it is possible that she walks the
streets with Bianca in search of upper-class clients. She does
reach out toward Bianca in a pacifying gesture as she is dragged
away by Iago, expressing a measure of concern not shown by the
other characters on the stage.
Iago's treatment of Bianca in the scene is violent to the point
of excess. He does, of course, wish to place the burden of guilt on
Bianca, but his conduct is savage. He brutally

drags Bianca into

the view of the camera, grasping her arms tightly as he passes her
before the eyes of Lodovico and Gratiano while telling than to look
at "the gestures of her eye." She is terrified of Iago, cowering
and attempting to lean away from him as he drags her before each
man. The attitude expressed by Iago and the others toward
prostitutes is quite clear-— Emilia slaps her viciously, and
Lodovico makes no objections about Iago's cruel behavior, even
though he was outraged when Othello slapped Desdemona
(IV.ii.268-72), standing silently by while actions no less violent
are executed before him. Given Iago's raving and his disheveled
clothing and the fear that envelopes Bianca, the scene takes on the
appearance of a sexual assault, something that renders his final
rebuke— "Come, mistress, you must tell's another tale"— even more
sinister.
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Shakespeare's depiction of the courtesan in Othello can easily
be considered very negative. Bianca is rejected and laughed at by
the man she loves; she is despised by other women in the play; and
she is beaten and arrested in the final Act. But the play also
implies more sympathy for her situation than might be expected.
Bianca is presented as a woman who sells her body so she can
survive— it is not something she is proud of, and she consistently
denies that she is a strumpet. She is also allowed to display a
full spectrum of emotion: her love for Cassio cannot be denied, and
she is justifiably jealous when she suspects that he loves another.
While Bianca is accused of murder and assault, the audience is
fully aware that her accuser is the guilty party and never is
allowed to even consider her complicity in the crime.
Bianca constantly maintains that she is not a whore, and— if
she is to be believed— this denial might lend sane slight ration of
credence to the argument that Shakespeare excluded prostitutes from
his stage. No such denial can exist in Timon of Athens because
prostitutes are clearly on the stage. Their speeches, however, are
limited to curses and pleas for gold, a point that both illustrates
their economic status and the greed that infects nearly all the
citizens of Athens. Yet their desire for gold is not so entirely
frivolous as that of some of the other characters. Timon, in the
midst of his revolting tirade on the diseases whores can carry to
the city, reveals something of their social situation. Claiming
that he has enough gold "to make a whore forswear her trade"
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(IV.iii.135), Timon implies that if poor women had enough they
would not fall into prostitution. But perhaps the most telling
statement comes from Phrynia and Timandra: "Well, more gold— what
then? / Believe't that we'll do anything for gold" (IV.iii.151-52).
While this clearly suggests greed on the part of the women, it also
implies that they are only part of an already decaying society— not
the source of evil surrounding Timon's world.

David M. Bergeron

points out in his introduction to the play that there "are no
villains in Timon of Athens, though there are plenty of weak and
foolish people. What is depressing about greed, in fact, is its
insidious normality" (1257). And this greed apparently extends from
Timon's wealthy friends to the lowly whores of Athens.
After losing his money and discovering that his friends are
untrue, Timon retreats to the forest surrounding the city. He is
visited by Alcibiades who is accompanied by two prostitutes,
Phrynia and Timandra. These three are considered instruments of
revenge against Athens by Timon, and he asks Alcibiades to "Follow
thy drum; / With man's blood paint the ground, gules, gules"
(IV.iii.59-60). But prostitutes are considered a more lethal weapon
than war: "This fell whore of thine / Hath in her more destruction
than thy sword, / For all her cherubin look" (IV.iii.62-64). While
Timon sees the destructive potential of the prostitutes, he also
sees an apparent relationship between the particulars of their
profession and his own experience, telling Timandra to "Be a Whore
still. They love thee not that use thee. / Give them diseases,
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leaving with thee their lust. / Make use of thy salt hours; season
the slaves / For tubs and baths; bring down rose-cheek'd youth / To
the tub-fast and the diet" (IV. iii.84-88). Timon gave expensive
gifts to his friends only to discover they had no need of him after
his money was gone. The whores sell sex to their patrons only to
find that love and attention disappears after their clients' lust
has cooled. It is likely, of course, that the whore would hardly be
as naive as the myopic Timon.
In order to motivate the prostitutes to carry out his bizarre
plans for Athens, Timon offers what is evidently an enormous sum of
gold. Answering their requests for gold, Timon tells Phrynia and
Timandra that he has enough

"to make whores a bawd"

(IV. iii. 135-36). His comment, however debasing it may be, is of
course based in fact— whores who were too old to continue in the
profession or who made enough profit in it while young often
continued the trade at the management level. Timon tells the women
to "Hold up, you sluts, / Your aprons mountant" (IV. iii. 136-37).
While the request is practical— they need some way to carry the
gold— it is also rude and ironic: the prostitutes have made their
money by lifting their skirts all along. And women who work the
streets of Athens are evidently not considered trustworthy, as
Timon, perhaps believing that Phrynia and Timandra will take his
gold and retire, tells them that "You are not oathable, / Although
I know you'll swear, terribly swear / Into strong shudders and to
heavenly agues / Th' immortal gods that hear you. pare your oaths:
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/ I'll trust your conditions. Be whores still" (IV.iii.137-41). His
comments can suggest that even with money, the propensity toward
lust will compel the prostitute to continue whoring, her
"condition." While his apparent understanding of the similarities
of the prostitutes' situation with his own might imply a measure of
sympathy, Timon also wishes ill fortune on them. He wants the
diseases of the whores to spread throughout Athens, but in order
for such a calamity to strike the city the whores themselves must
be infected. After syphilis begins to take its toll on the women,
causes them to lose their hair and ages them, Timon demands that
they cover their "poor thin roofs with burthens of the
dead—

/ Some that were hang'd, no matter; / Wear them, betray with

than. Whore still; / Paint till a horse may mire upon your face"
(IV.iii.147-50). When disease destroys their beauty, the whores
should make wigs from the hair of their victims and criminals, and
they should wear cosmetics to the point of excess.
Perhaps Timon's lack of trust is best exemplified by his
refusal to give more gold until after the whores have rendered
service. As a result of their complicity in Timon's twisted
scheme— if they do indeed implement his plan, something the text
does not reveal— it is quite difficult to find incontrovertible
evidence of sympathy toward the prostitutes in Timon of Athens. But
it is also an arduous task to find much decency in the majority of
the characters, and their arrangement with Timon should not be
taken as absolute proof that Shakespeare considered these women as
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particularly vile.
Other than the Amazons in the masque and the two prostitutes,
the play has no roles for women. 'This can, of course, be attributed
to the lack of actresses on the Renaissance stage, but Shakespeare
had written substantial female roles before he came to Timon.
Murray Biggs argues that
It is a commonplace of Timon criticism that the play has
no women: just Alcibiades' two hangers-on and the masked
Amazons; and much has been made of the absence of women
from Timon's own life...Neither the play nor the title
character, however, is on that account necessarily
misogynistic. Shakespeare's omission of ordinary or
virtuous women may just as plausibly be designed to
ceminent on the world of male degeneracy. (5)
Biggs also points out that Timon does find women "marginally better
than men" (5). When Timon's steward, for example, begins weeping
over his master's condition, Timon tells him to "Come nearer; then
I love thee, / Because thou art a woman, and disclaim'st / Flinty
mankind, whose eyes do never give / But thorough lust and laughter"
(IV.iii.486-89). Responding to the Senators' hypocritical gestures
of reconciliation, Timon claims that their motions "Surprise me to
the brink of tears. / Lend me a fool's heart and a woman's eyes, /
And I'll beweep these comforts" (V.i.155-57). While not necessarily
an overt assertion of the dignity of women, his remarks do at least
imply that he believes women are more capable of showing concern
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for others than men.
Performance does little to make the attitude toward prostitutes
more positive. Evidently troubled by the lack of women in the play
and particularly "respectable" women, some producers have even gone
so far as to add female roles to the play. Biggs points out that
Thomas Shadwell did an adaptation of the play which "was first
staged at the Duke's Theatre, Dorset Garden, in 1678 [that] proved
to be the dominant version throughout the first half of the
eighteenth century" (5). Shadwell was concerned by the play's "lack
of balance in the representation of the sexes" and believed that it
was a "defect to be remedied by the writing in of three new women"
(Biggs 5). The women Shadwell wrote in were figures from the
Restoration stage: "Melissa and her maid Chloe are figures from
Restoration comedy: Chloe the fawning menial, her mistress the
heartless and inconstant coguette" (Biggs 5). Shadwell also added a
woman named Evandra, "the noble victim of an elevated passion that
is the stuff of neo-classical good form" (Biggs 6). The effect of
such changes is, of course, significant. Since Shakespeare's text
implies that Timandra and Phrynia will "do anything for gold," work
in their profession simply for the money, the inclusion of a maid
who evidently also works for money necessarily invites moral
comparisons of the women, implying that work other than
prostitution is available if the women would seek it. Such moral
judgments and comparisons are not part of the original play and may
indeed be difficult to make as the majority of the characters are
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disreputable.
Other productions also add characters, but these typically
appear in the form of extras used to enhance the atmosphere of
decadence that permeates the first half of the play. Timon's lavish
banquets are obviously excellent areas for the staging of extras,
and prostitutes could easily be inserted to bolster the impression
of general moral decay or to suggest that the men attending the
banquets are morally depraved. In the 1991 Stratford Festival
production of Timon at The Tom Patterson Theatre in Stratford,
Ontario, for example, extras and Timandra and Phrynia seem to have
been used to suggest the moral failings of the male characters.
After the main festivities have concluded, Timon's guests are
presented with a masque that is
stag party entertainment that reinforces the feeling of
decadence prevalent in the first half of the production.
The figure of "Cupid" is a man with a thick French accent
dressed in a tuxedo, apparently an emcee from a
nightclub. He is accompanied by Phrynia...and
Timandra...who dance briefly but lasciviously with some
of the men while the other men clear away the banquet
table. Once that is done, an exotic looking black
woman...is carried on wearing an enormous "tent" dress
that covers much of the stage. She twists and untwists
herself in the dress; some of the men crawl under it,
grasping at the woman from beneath it; eventually it is
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torn away, revealing the scantily-clad woman in a skirt
made up of bananas. She goes on to shake her bananas in a
dance inspired by Josephine Baker.

(Ward 29)

While the women at the "party" can hardly be considered the
paragons of virtue, the men are no better. Timandra and Phrynia may
dance lasciviously, but the men dance with them. Similarly, the
extra in the tent dress is a seductress, but the men fall to
temptation and proceed to participate in what is almost an assault
on the woman. The Stratford Festival production seems in keeping
with the impression presented by Shakespeare's text— while the
women in the play are greedy and lewd, they are no worse than the
male characters and may even serve to enhance the overall negative
impression of the men of Athens.
The masque in the 1981 BBC production of Timon is conducted in
the typical conservative style of the series. The masque opens with
a group of singing children dressed in virginal white. The children
are followed by the Amazons, women again dressed in white but
wearing period Spanish helmets. Timon's guests dance with the
women, but unlike the Stratford Festival production the dance is
dignified with no hint of bawdy behavior on the part of the guests
or the Amazons. Timandra and Phrynia are not among the dancers,
something that perhaps underscores the civility of the masque.
The conservative posture of the production continues during
Timon's meeting with Timandra and Phrynia. Due to the limited view
afforded by film productions, it is difficult to determine if the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

217

women accompany Alcibiades or if they are simply following him.
Alcibiades shouts to Timon from horseback, and the two whores enter
in the background. It is possible that the women are riding in a
coach, but it is unlikely that Alcibiades would be riding the horse
drawing the coach. The women and Alcibiades fall to their knees in
front of the groveling Timon. Timandra and Phrynia wear heavy red
and blue gowns, thick makeup, and they look quite bored, Timandra
waving a fan and fumbling with her dress while Alcibiades talks
with Timon. Their interest is, however, piqued when Alcibiades
offers

gold to Timon, and they seem very interested when they

discover that Timon has money, caning closer to him and looking
over Alcibiades' shoulder. Their actions echo those of Timon1s
friends. Alcidiades returns to his horse after receiving money, and
the whores crawl closer to Timon while pleading for gold. They lift
their skirts while he places coins in their laps. They are all
smiles and seem to enjoy his suggestions of spreading disease in
Athens until Timon asks that they destroy the source of all
erection, looks of mild shock coming across their faces, implying
that such actions would put them out of work. The whores receive
their money from Timon, and walk away from him.
The prostitutes in Timon receive very little consideration by
the other characters, and Timon's plan to use them as an instrument
of revenge does not allow for any hope of change in their
condition. Pericles also ignores the possibility of reforming
prostitutes, but the play implies that it is not the women who
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should be reformed. The men who visit the brothels are considered
the source of the prostitution problem--if there are no customers,
there are no whores.
There are plenty of customers in the initial brothel scene of
Pericles, and the lack of prostitutes to meet the demand is
evidently the problem facing the Mytilene brothel. Pander points
out that the town is "full of gallants," but much money was lost
"this mart by being too wenchless" (IV.ii.3-5). The problem seems
to have been a common dilemma on the Renaissance stage because
Jonson's Ursula also finds herself "undone for want of fowl i1 the
Fair here" in Bartholomew Fair (IV.v.14-15). Ursula sends Knockem
to find fresh whores, and similar problems apparently have similar
answers as Bawd sends Boult to search the market for new women
because the "stuff we have, a strong wind will blow it to pieces,
they are so pitifully sodden" (IV.ii.17-18). The problans facing
the Mytilene brothel are numerous: the number of whores is
depleted; disease is rampant; and there may be criminal activity in
the area. Two of the three available whores are "unwholesome," and
the third is either a murderer or infected with a particularly
virulent strain of venereal disease. Pander explains that the "poor
Transylvanian is dead, that lay with the little baggage," but his
meaning is somewhat unclear. It is possible that the man is dead
because he slept with the woman, implying that he died of disease,
or Pander may be suggesting that the blame for his death lies with
the woman, implying that she killed him outright. Boult's
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description of the Transylvanian"s death, however, does suggest
disease was the cause. He explains the the woman "quickly poop'd
him; she made him roast- meat for worms" (IV.ii.22-23). While F.D.
Hoeniger points out that "poop" often meant deceived or cozened, he
also concedes that the more applicable meaning is to infect with
venereal disease (109 n.). Boult's claim that the man was
"roast-meat," possibly a reference to the burning sensations
usually associated with syphilis, also stresses disease.
The scene clearly suggests that the brothel is a dangerous
place. But it also presents a very solid opportunity for the
staging of whores as extras. While Bawd could easily make her point
about a lack of healthy women without visual verification of the
problem, it is common practice to stage whores at this point. A
recent production by the Hartford Stage Company in Hartford,
Connecticut, for example, reiterated Bawd's point by placing
patrons and a whore on the stage: "six young men, clothed only in
blue towels wrapped about their waists, sit backstage, occasionally
moving up a seat as one overworked prostitute strolls on and off,
choosing her next customer" (Cook 18). The Hartford Stage Conpany's
stage business was echoed by the New Jersey Shakespeare Festival
production at Drew University in Madison, New Jersey. During the
first brothel scene, the background was filled with "sleezy guitar
music and pock-faced, washed-out whores wearing faded white and
shabby pastel gowns" (Newman 24). The BBC director, evidently
realizing the potential presented by the scene, placed a prostitute

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

220

in the window of the brothel. The lack of business because of the
quality of the merchandise is emphasized by Boult. He walks up and
down the street in front of the brothel, trying to lure unreceptive
patrons by pointing to the woman in the window. None of the
passersby are remotely interested in the woman, and all Boult and
the woman can do is shrug their shoulders and continue the effort.
All three productions clearly refute the idea that there is a
lack of prostitutes in Pericles, but they also point out the play’s
insistence that a woman involved in prostitution is viewed as a
commodity rather than a person. The extra in the Hartford Company
production is overworked, but she has to continue servicing the
patrons; the New Jersey Shakespeare Festival's women are sick and
worn out, but they must work while there are customers; and the
woman in the BBC production is placed in a window like a cheap
bauble in a jeweler’s shop. Hiere is a clear lack of humanity
staged in the productions, but this is in keeping with the text.
Bawd claims that the Mytilene brothel is out of "creatures," and
the "stuff" they have is sick (IV.ii.6,17). Pander explains that
the girl responsible for the death of the Transylvanian is "the
little baggage" (IV.ii.21). But the most explicit reduction of a
woman to commodity occurs when Boult brings Marina into the
brothel. He tells Pander that he has "gone through for this piece
you see." Boult is ordered by Bawd to "take you the marks of her,
the colour of her hair, complexion, height, her age, with warrant
of her virginity, and cry 'He that will give most shall have her
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first.' Such a maidenhead were no cheap thing, if men were as they
have been" (IV.ii.41,53-57). Boult returns from the market,
claiming that he has

"cried [Marina] almost to the number of her

hairs; I have drawn her picture with my voice" (IV.ii.90-92). The
detailed physical description and Boult's salesmanship makes Marina
seem like an item in a catalog, something to be desired and
purchased. But it also points out that

prostitution thrives due to

reports of beautiful women that arouse the "lewdly inclin'd"
(IV.ii. 141-42). Such commants imply that if there were no lewdly
inclined men, there would be no prostitution and place as much
blame for the problem on the shoulders of the patrons as the women
and bawds.
Boult's sales pitch piques the interest of prospective
customers. The Spaniard's mouth waters and he goes "to bed to her
very description," and the "French knight that cewers i1 the hams"
attempts "to cut a caper at the proclamation" (IV.ii.97-106). His
description presents the lustful Spaniard and Frenchman in a
ludicrous light, but it is also a practical illustration of the
effects of syphilis prevalent in Mytilene. While Bawd attempts to
sway Marina into the profession by telling her that she "shall live
in pleasure" and "taste gentlemen of all fashions"
(IV.ii.71,74-75), the only gentlemen who are mentioned in the
scene, Andrew Welsh points out, are "a Transylvanian dead from the
disease, a Frenchman weak in the legs from it, and a Spaniard whose
slavering mouth and premature heat also shew suspicious signs of
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disease as well as lust" (104). The presence of disease is, of
course, the Frenchman's responsibility as "he brought his disease
hither: here he does but repair it" (IV.ii.108-109). Bawd implies
that the disease is not the fault of the whores or the brothel, but
the French. The Frenchman contracts no disease at the brothel, but
he revives the illness he carries when visiting the prostitutes.
Bawd gives Marina seme practical instruction in the methods of
earning money in the brothel, telling her that she has "fortunes"
ccming to her, but she must "seem to do that fearfully which you
commit willingly; despise profit where you have most to gain. To
weep that you live as you do makes pity in your lovers: seldom but
that pity begets you a good opinion, and that opinion a mere
profit" (IV.ii.115-20). Her instructions suggest that Marina will
come to enjoy the life of a prostitute— they may be intended as
propaganda as well as direction— but they also point out the
necessary duplicity practiced by the women in order to earn money.
Bawd also implies that the present wariness of Marina will pass
with experience, claiming that the inexperienced prostitute is
similar to a bride who "goes to that with shame which is her way to
go with warrant" (IV.ii.125-27). After experience, there is no
shame or apprehension.
While the salesmanship of Boult and the beauty of Marina does
indeed bring customers to the brothel, Marina is hardly a
profitable commodity.

Rather than submit to the wills of the

patrons to make money for her captors and render herself yet
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another "little baggage" in the brothel, Marina quells the lust of
her customers by informing them of the errors of their ways. Two
gentlemen leaving the house claim that it is indeed amazing to hear
"divinity preach'd there! did you ever dream of such a thing?"
(IV.v.4-5). While preaching to patrons in a brothel is something
that could easily degenerate into a crude joke, Marina's efforts
are effective as the gentlemen claim that they are "for no more
bawdy-houses" and "out of the road of rutting for ever," preferring
to listen to "the vestals sing" or "anything now that is virtuous"
(TV.v.6-9). The text again provides an excellent opportunity for
the staging of extras at this point. If the gentlemen were to leave
the brothel only to encounter a prostitute outside or in the
doorway, it could make their rejection of lechery more poignant.
The BBC production moves in this direction, but instead of a whore
attempting to lure the now redeemed men into the brothel, Boult
reaches out and attempts to drag one of them back inside. This is
effective, but their rejection of temptation might be more apparent
if the very object of their original lust were placed in front of
than.
The presence of Lysimachus in the brothel suggests that
visiting prostitutes was not limited to the lower class. He enters
in disguise, apparently not wishing to be seen in a place commonly
believed to be the refuge of vagabonds and rogues. Lysimachus
claims that he desires a woman "that a man may deal withal, and
defy the surgeon" (IV.vi.24-25). The only woman in the Mytilene
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brothel in any form of health is Marina, but she quickly attempts
to reform Lysimachus, pointing out that while he claims to be a
gentleman, he still enters a brothel of his own free will. She
resorts to what amounts to a shaming ritual against Lysimachus,
telling him that if he is "born to honour, show it now; / If put
upon you, make the judgement good / That thought you worthy of it"
(IV.vi.91-93). Appealing to his sense of honor and chivalry is
effective.

Lysimachus confesses

that her speech has altered his

"corrupted mind," and he now believes that the "very doors and
windows savour vilely" (TV.vi.103,110).
The transformation of the gentlemen and Lysimachus from lechers
to paragons of morality does little to refute Haselkorn's claim
that Shakespeare's plays did not set out to show the possibility of
reforming those in the sex industry. It is easy to believe that
these are upper class people and not so corrupted as the common
brothel dweller. But the play implies that even those who are
seriously involved in the sex trade are capable of rehabilitation,
and the text also seems to suggest that those who work in the
brothels would do something else if it were available to them.
Boult is clearly a dedicated servant of the brothel; he realizes
the potential danger to his livelihood posed by Marina, and his
solution to the problem is indeed vulgar and violent. His attempted
rape of Marina renders him as vile as the incestuous Antiochus. But
he gives up his original intention after Marina explains that he is
worse than Bawd and Pander:
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Neither of these are so bad as thou art,
Since they do better thee in their command.
Thou hold'st a place, for which the pained1st fiend
Of hell would not in reputation change;
Thou art the damned door-keeper to every
Coistrel that cones inquiring for his Tib;
To the choleric fisting of every rogue
Thy ear is liable; thy food is such
As hath been belch1d on by infected lungs.
(IV.vi.160-68)
Marina1s admonition amounts to the same sort of shaming ritual she
applied with Lysimachus, and it is effective because Boult quickly
makes excuses for his behavior: "What would you have me do? go to
the wars, would you? where a man may serve seven years for the loss
of a leg, and have not money enough in the end to buy him a wooden
one" (IV.vi.169-72). Although his comments are clearly brought on
by Marina^ criticism, they are revealing. The brothel provides
Boult with employment. He believes that there are no alternatives
other than military service, and that is hardly the most opportune
vocation. But his attitude seems changed by Marina1s suggestion
that there are other possibilities: "Do anything but this thou
doest. Empty / Old receptacles, or common shores, of filth; Serve
by indenture to the common hangman: / Any of these ways are yet
better than this" (IV.vi.173-176). She again resorts to shaming
Boult— all of the alternatives she suggests for him are revolting
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activities, but they are still considered more proper than working
in the brothel. Marina also implies that there are choices for
women other than prostitution. She claims that rather than
atteirpting to sell her for sex, Boult's masters could sell her
talents. She could "sing, weave, sew, and dance," and teaching
these skills certainly would make more money for Bawd and Pander
than futile attempts to peddle her sexual favors (IV.vi.182).
Apparently convinced by her promises and appeals, Boult agrees to
"see what I can do for thee; if I can place thee, I will"
(IV.vi.191-92).
Boult's decision to release Marina iirplies that there is at
least a shred of decency in him. While he initially seems intent on
raping Marina, he allows himself to be talked out of the act. It is
possible, of course, that he does not really want to rape her but
is merely carrying out Bawd's orders to "Crack the glass of her
virginity, and make the rest malleable” and may indeed fear that
Marina is "born to undo us" (IV.vi.142-43,149). Performance can
make such possibilities clear. In the BBC production, for example,
Boult initially shows no hesitation in carrying out Bawd's
instructions— he even seems to find the prospect intriguing. After
Bawd and Pander exit, Boult grabs Marina's arm and throws her on a
bed set up in a small room. But he is no better equipped to escape
her redemptive sermons than the nobility, hesitating when she asks
that he "do anything but this." He does, however, resume his
assault until Marina offers money and describes her talents.
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Between the logic of her arguments and the money, Boult agrees to
help her, leading her out the door and past Gower who proclaims
that "Marina thus the brothel ’scapes" (V. Chorus 1).
The scene serves to reveal the violence of Marina's situation,
but it also points out that redemption is not a privilege granted
only to the upper class and the wealthy— it also is given to the
lowly. Boult is certainly corrupted by his profession, and is
willing to commit a violent act to protect his employers'
establishment. Yet the play insists that even Boult has some
measure of integrity, and this is extended to the equally vile Bawd
and Pander. While it is likely that they release Marina because of
the threat she poses to their house, the fact remains that they do
allow her to leave. Boult's actions cast him in a favorable
light— even though he is a would-be rapist, he does release Marina
and he intercedes for her with Bawd and Pander. He is given money,
a point that renders the altruism of his actions questionable, but
it is possible that he would have to give Marina's bribe to his
superiors. After he releases her, he explains that "since my master
and mistress hath bought you, there's no going but by their
consent" (IV.vi.195-96). Since it is unlikely that Bawd and Pander
would allow Marina to leave without the return of their original
investment, it is conceivable that Boult would turn over the money
given to him to obtain her freedom, something that would indeed
complete his redemption. This is, however, a speculative account as
Gower informs the audience that after Marina is released to an
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"honest house," she gives her earnings to "the cursed bawd" (V.
Chorus 2,11).
Marina escapes the brothel through her ability to point out the
fallen condition of the men who come to visit her. She becomes a
redemptive force in the brothel. Thelma N. Greenfield points out
that
Marina is one who can preach conversion to the sinful and
cure distempered souls. She recovers her husband-to-be,
Lysimachus, frcxn the brothels of Mytilene, and even
converts pimps and prostitutes by her innocent
faith...she dwells for a time in a house of prostitution
and is eminently desirable by men, and yet at the same
time is so pure that she can teach men the way to control
their own libidousness. She is thus the whore and the
saint in one person.

(1400)

The saint/angel and whore dichotomy is, of course, ccmnon in
Shakespeare. Isabella in Measure for Measure is clearly angelic,
appearing in the robes of a novice. But Angelo attempts to make her
his whore and Claudio essentially acts as a pimp, asking that she
yield to Angelo's propositions. Desdemona is a virtuous wife, yet
Othello allows his own jealousy and the word of lago to convince
him that she is a whore. And Marina lives in the brothel, but she
converts the lewd visitors rather than relinquish her chastity to
their desires. The rejection of an unchaste life is typical of
Shakespeare's angel/whores: although they are placed in situations
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that of necessity require submission, the women never acquiesce to
the demands of their family members, superiors, or captors. This is
somewhat atypical in plays that are concerned with prostitution. In
Jonson's Bartholomew Fair, for example, Win Littlewit and Mistress
Overdo are certainly in far less dire situations than Isabella in
Measure for Measure or Marina in Pericles. There is no impending
death sentence on a relative or threats of violence plaguing them.
But the apparently virtuous and faithful Win and Mistress Overdo
are easily convinced that the whore's life is good for them and
quickly don the green gowns— much to their husbands' chagrin.
Little information--if any— exists on Renaissance staging of
the angel/whore. Evidence of the disposition of a given character
can, of course, be provided by verbal cues. Desdemona is the "white
ewe" of Iago's crude joke, but his mention of white can certainly
imply innocence, and the biblical connotations of "ewe" or lamb are
also apparent. Her modesty is inferred by Brabantio's claims that
she is a "maiden never bold of spirit, / So still and quiet, that
her motion / Blush'd at her self" (Oth. I.iii.94-96). And Emilia
clarifies the point by telling Othello that Desdemona is "the more
angel" because of her murder at the hands of her husband. White is
also significant in Measure for Measure as a sign of the
angel/whore, as Isabella is one of the "votarists of Saint Clare"
(MM. I.iv.5). Lever explains that the order was known as the
"white-habited nuns" (22 n.). Since she is a novice in the convent,
it is possible that the actor would have worn sane sort of white
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habit or at least a white costume, thus providing visual evidence
of Isabella's chastity. Perhaps the best verbal confirmation of her
character is provided by Angelo. He claims, in something of an
exaggeration of his own virtue, that the "cunning enemy...to catch
a saint, / With saints dost bait [the] hook" (MM. II.ii.180-81).
The association of white with Marina in Pericles is not so explicit
as that in Othello and Measure for Measure, but her virginity is
unquestionable, a point that can serve equally as well as the white
garment. But some modern productions, the BBC for example, do stage
Marina in a white gown. Exactly what she wore on the Renaissance
stage is difficult to determine. The text makes no reference to the
color of her clothing, but Bawd's claim that she likes "the manner
of your garments well" and Marina's response that "they shall not
be chang'd yet"

(Per. IV.ii.132-34) can be read as an allusion to

a white gown. Bawd likes the "manner" of the garments because they
infer virginity, something that indicates a white color, and
Marina's assertion that she is not ready to change them can refer
to her rejection of an exchange of virginal white for the red gown
of a whore. Verbal gestures asserting her "divinity" are similar to
those in Measure for Measure and Othello. After Marina escapes the
brothel, Gower reveals that she has found employment in an "honest
house," and "She sings like one immortal, and she dances / As
goddess-like to her admired lays" (V. Chorus 2-4). While Gower's
account lacks the Christian allusions of the other plays, the
overall effect is similar: Marina's chastity is elevated to a
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celestial plane.
Textual evidence for the staging of the common whores in
Shakespeare is somewhat more earth-bound than the angel/whore
signs, but it is also more apparent. In the Henry IV plays, for
example, there are ample references to Doll's clothing in the text.
In Part 1 Hal mentions Falstaff's concern with the "signs of
leaping houses" and a "hot wench in flame-coloured taffeta" (1H4.
I.ii.8-10). Hal's comment clearly suggests that Doll should wear a
red dress, but it also points to stage properties. It is possible
that Mistress Quickly's tavern would be identified by a
sign— likely a picture of a boar's head on a placard— that would
serve as an indication of locale. Doll's red dress would be read as
a sign of prostitution and enhance the notion that the tavern
doubles as a procurement station for prostitution. In addition to
the red dress, it is likely that Doll would wear a ruff. Annoyed
with Doll's insults, Pistol claims that he "will murder [her] ruff
for this" (2H4. II.iv.131). His comment not only suggests that the
ruff was part of a prostitute's clothing, but that it should be
worn by the actor during the scene.
While there are numerous references to the whore's clothing in
the Henry IV plays, Othello, Timon, and Pericles do not provide
many clues. Why Shakespeare would choose to furnish clues for
costuming a whore in one play but leave it out in another is
bewildering. Obviously, Shakespeare knew what an English whore
looked like and provided textual signs for his audience. He may not
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have had such knowledge concerning foreign prostitutes and
therefore left out indications of their dress. It is known, for
exanple, that Italian whores were compelled to wear a yellow stripe
on their sleeve as a sign of their profession (Jutte 161), but
Shakespeare does not mention yellow in connection with prostitution
in Othello or Timon. But it is also evident in the plays of Ben
Jonson that some English whores wore green— Shakespeare also fails
to connect green with his prostitutes. Another explanation for the
lack of costuming clues may rest in the possibility that red or
green gowns had become such a commonplace on the Renaissance stage
that it was unnecessary to mention them in connection with
whoredom. Perhaps the most plausible explanation is that the signs
had changed due to government orders or fashion during the years
between Shakespeare's Henry IV plays and Jonson's Bartholomew Fair.
It is interesting that the references to color appear in
Shakespeare's earlier works but are conspicuously absent in plays
that include scenes with prostitutes after 1603.
The lack of costuming information in the texts complicates a
reconstruction of Renaissance stage practice somewhat, but the
plays do provide other indications of character. In Othello Bianca
is constantly called a whore, and she walks the streets alone at
night. Timandra and Phrynia lift their skirts to receive gold in
Timon of Athens. But the limited time on stage allotted the whores
in Timon does not yield many clues to staging possibilities.
Pericles, on the other hand, offers long brothel scenes and
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numerous indications of staging. Bawd claims, for example, that the
Mytilene brothel has "but poor three" whores. It is possible that
the speech suggests that the women would be on the stage as a sign
of the depleted stores of the owners and to designate locale. Other
preps could serve a similar purpose. Boult mentions, for instance,
that "if we had of every nation a traveller, we should lodge them
with this sign" (IV.ii.112-13). It is possible that the gestic
"this" refers to Marina, but it is more likely that he is pointing
to some sort of placard placed on the stage that refers to a
brothel. The text also implies that some form of on-stage
entrance— perhaps the tiring house would have served— is required
because Pander tells Bawd to take Marina inside to instruct her in
the details of the profession (IV.ii.50). The entrance could also
be used during Lysimachus1 attempts to coerce Marina into "some
private place" (IV.vi.91). And the tiring house may have been a
significant part of Boult's attempted rape of Marina. He demands
that she "come your ways with me" (IV.vi.152). The words imply that
he is attempting to drag her off, and it is logical, given the
space constraints of the stage, to assume that he would

try to

pull her into the same private place that Lysimachus mentions.
Internal stage directions for the appearance and the costuming
of the characters in Pericles are not as numerous or as apparent as
clues for stage props. There are, however, indications of character
reactions and clothing. Boult points out that Bawd should take
Marina home as "these blushes of hers must be quench'd with some
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present practice" (IV.ii.122-124). The audience probably would not
be able to see something so subtle as a blush, and it is unlikely
that an actor would be able to blush on command. But Boult's
description of Marina points to two possible directions for the
actor. Because she is a chaste woman in a compromising situation,
it is possible that her blush is the result of embarrasment,
something that could be implied by the actor putting hands up to
the face or turning the head, actions that could be seen by the
audience and easily performed. It is also possible that Marina's
face reddens because of anger. She is noble, and she considers the
treatment she receives at the hands of the commons in Myteline
atypical. In this case Boult's comment suggests that living in the
brothel will bring her down to their status. Indignation could
easily be expressed by pulling away from the grasping hands of the
brothel dwellers or a contentious tone in her speech. But
embarrassament does seem to be the more logical choice, an emotion
quite appropriate for an innocent woman in very impolite society.
The mention of Marina's blush also gives some minor inclination of
what her costume may have looked like. Since her virginity,
outrage, and redemptive qualities all suggest purity, there is some
support for the idea that she wears some sort of white gown.
Although some critics

believe that Shakespeare held his whores

and brothel residents in contempt, it is conceivable that they are
expressing there own opinions of the women rather than that
revealed in the texts. There is little support for the idea that
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the whores are banished from the stage or considered no more than
murderers and greedy monsters. The plays imply that the women are
treated fairly if not quite well when compared with the work of
Shakespeare's contemporaries. Doll Tearsheet is hardly a killer;
she is apparently well-liked and perhaps even loved by the Boar's
Head clientele and management. Bianca is a courtesan, but she also
loves Cassio, and their private moments on the stage suggest that
he returns her affections.

Bianca does just as much to care for

Cassio after he is wounded as any of the other characters on the
stage. She is also given a range of emotion that equals any other
character in the play: she feels love for Cassio; she is jealous
and feels betrayed when he gives her the handkerchief; she
experiences fear when accused of complicity in murder by Iago.
While Timandra and Phrynia are not cast in a light as favorable as
that given Doll and Bianca, they are not rendered any more
villainous than male characters in Timon. And the play implies that
if there were no lecherous men and different economic
circumstances, women would not turn to prostitution. Pericles
elaborates on this possibility.

Brothel keepers and their patrons

are presented at their worst, but the play also suggests that even
the most vile of these can be reformed. And the play also makes a
subtle comment on the real reason for the existence of
prostitution: if the patrons would reform themselves, there would
be no brothels, bawds, or whores. Performance typically enhances
the implications of the texts. But stage productions can also
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reveal prejudices similar to those ejqpressed by literary critics.
The arrest of Doll Tearsheet and Mistress Quickly, for example, is
often cut from 2 Henry IV. While this is a small scene, it reveals
that prostitutes faced violence and malice from state officials as
well as brothel patrons. Reviewers of theatrical productions also
play some role in the neglect of the stage whore, often ignoring
their participation in the plays entirely or simply naming the
actress who played the role. Although attempting to determine
authorial intent is always a precarious endeavor, it seems likely
that Shakespeare did not wish his whores to be expunged from his
stage. He did, after all, deviate from many of his sources and
added whores who were not in the original documents.
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Chapter Five— Prostitution and Measure for Measure;
The Law, the Whores, and the Stage

Mistress Overdone. Thus, what with the war, what with the
sweat, what with the gallows, and what with poverty, I am
custom-shrunk

(I.ii.75-77).

Mistress Overdone's complaint early in Measure for Measure implies
that her culture is teeming with social problems.

J.W. Lever, in

his introduction to the Arden edition of the play, argues that the
fictional world of Vienna echoes the conditions of London in the
winter of 1603-4; "the continuance of the war with Spain; the
plague in London; the treason trials and executions at Winchester
in connection with the plots of Raleigh and others; the slackness
of trade in the deserted capital" (xxxii). What is significant
about these problems, Dollimore points out, is that, with the
possible exception of the war, all are domestic in nature. But even
the war, Dollimore claims, could be transformed from an
international to a domestic concern with the return of soldiers to
a city rife with plague and poverty ("Transgression" 76). It is
difficult to determine the economic status of the returning troops,
but it is not unreasonable to assume that the vast majority would
have been dredged up from the impoverished masses, and it is
probable that a substantial number would have come from the
criminal element-— many of whom had taken up piracy as an occupation
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during the course of the war (Lever xxxi-xxxii). It is, perhaps, no
small coincidence that Ragozine, who conveniently dies and loses
his head for Claudio, is a "most notorious pirate" (IV.iii.70).
The plague appears to have been, at least overtly, the most
pressing problem of the early months of the new King's reign.
James' coronation on July 25th, according to David Harris Willson,
was "shorn of its normal splendour by the plague" (165). And the
King also ordered the deferral of Saint James Faire, an event which
customarily took place near the scheduled date of the coronation,
by a proclamation issued on July 11, 1603

(Stuart Royal

Proclamations 40-41). In the same proclamation James also "thought
good to limit the Traines of Noblemen and Gentlemen, having
necessarie Service or Attendance there, to a number certaine, Viz.
Earles to sixteene, Bishops and Barons to ten, Knights to sixe, and
Gentlemen to foure" (SRP 41). James clearly intended to reduce "the
great confluence of people" (SRP 41) attending the coronation in
order to diminish the threat of plague. Limiting opportunities for
people to gather in large groups was a logical approach to reducing
the perennial problem of infectious disease. But plague
proclamations began to take on a more sinister quality one month
later: James prohibited the keeping of Bartholomew and Sturbridge
Fairs on August 8, 1603 (SRP 46).

While the proclamation appears

to be reasonable in restricting large gatherings of people, its
Draconian character is quite evident. Citizens were not to attend
any fairs in any part of the realm; Lords of Fairs within a fifty

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

239

mile radius of London were not to hold than, and no gathering would
be licensed by the Crown (SRP 46). Any person caught attending or
conducting a fair could expect punishment "to be inflicted upon
them with all severitie" (SRP 47).
The proclamation against Bartholomew and Sturbridge Fairs was
ostensibly directed at the entire population, but its effect would
be felt most by the lower classes. Norman Rabkin points out that
Bartholomew Fair was "a coming together of citizens of every class,
gulls, pickpockets, avaricious tradesmen, con-men, gawkers, whores:
a cross-section of the city on holiday" (Frazier and Rabkin 191).
But Rabkin's comment also implies that the fair provided an
opportunity for the disreputable elements of London to gather.
Beier claims that "Market days and fairs acted like magnets in
drawing vagrants to towns...Almost a thousand fairs were held each
year inEngland and Wales. Most towns

and villages held at least

one, and they were popular resorts of vagrants" (74). The fairs
obviously provided
golden opportunities to the crook: victims with large sums
of money; plenty of distractions for the unwary bumpkins;
shops and stalls full of goods; and crowds in which to
mingle and disappear...Fairs and market days were social
occasions, too; fixed points in the calendar when vagrants
met friends and relations, at which 'good cheer' abounded
(Beier 75).
Dekker, perhaps inspired by the masses of vagrants apparently
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inundating various fairs, satirically claimed in O Per Se 0 (1612)
that there was a vagrant fair. If the reader would
alight near Tewkesbury, at a place called Durrest Fair
(being kept there upon the two Holy Rood Days) you shall
see more rogues than ever were whipped at a cart's arse
through London, and more beggars than ever came dropping
out of Ireland. If you looked upon them, you would think
you lived in Henry the Sixth's time, and that Jack Cade
and his rebellious ragamuffins were there mustering.
Dunkirk cannot show such sharks. The wild Irish are but
flocks of geese to than. And these swarms of Locusts come
to this lousy fair from all parts of the land within an
hundred miles compass. To describe the booths is lost
labour, for, let the hangman show but his wardrobe, and
there is not a rag difference between than. None here
stands crying, "What do you lack?" for you can ask for
nothing that is good, but here it is lacking. The buyers
and sellers are both alike, tawny sun-burned rascals, and
they flock in such troops, that it shows as if Hell were
broke loose. The shopkeepers are thieves, and the chapmen
rogues, beggars and whores; so that to bring a purse-full
of money hither were madness, for it is sure to be cut.
(Judges 368-69)
Dekker's comments are almost certainly exaggerated, but it is quite
significant that he links the assembly of vagrants with Jack Cade's
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rebellion because London authorities and the Crown consistently
reveal an almost paranoid fear of potential organized rebellion by
the vagrant masses in official discourses. And the numerous fairs
in England were indeed considered a source of disorder. William
Harrison, for example, wrote in 1577 that it would be no great loss
if many of the smaller fairs were abolished. Harrison believed that
the fairs led to the "corruption of youth, who (all other business
set apart) must needs repair unto them, whereby they often spend
not only the weekdays but also the Lord's Sabbath in great vanity
and riot" (392).
The attacks leveled against fairs are quite similar to those
used against the theatres and bawdy houses, and it is perhaps
noteworthy that the site of Bartholomew fair was Smithfield, "a
particularly notorious district" (Shugg 298). A center of the horse
and cattle market, Smithfield also had the distinction of being the
beneficiary of "a law of 1393 [that] had made Cock Lane the only
street north of the Thames where brothels were privileged to
operate" (Shugg 298). Given the close proximity of the fair to the
bawdy houses, it is unlikely that prostitutes in the area would
fail to take full advantage of potential business.
Further proclamations to suppress the spread of plague were
issued on September 16 and 17, 1603. Most significant to
Shakespeare's Measure for Measure is the September 16 order
demanding action "against Inmates of dwellers in strait Roomes and
places in and about the Citie of London: And for the rasing and
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pulling downe of certaine new erected buildings" (SRP 47). Although
the wording of the proclamation is vague, John W. Draper suggests
that the strait roans were places "where prostitutes might take
their clients" (14). The order issued the following day demanded
"strict execution of statutes against rogues and vagabonds, which
would of course include loose women who roamed the streets" (Draper
14).
The proclamation ordering the destruction of the brothels was
issued as yet another effort to control the plague:
Whereas it falleth out by wofull experience, that the
great confluence and accesse of excessive numbers of
idle, indigent, dissolute and dangerous persons, And the
pestering of many of them in small and strait roomes and
habitations in the Citie of London, and in and about the
Suburbes of the same, have bene one of the chiefest
occasions of the Great Plague and mortality.

(SRP 47)

Plague was particularly rampant in the suburbs "and especially in
such strait rooties and places, and amongst persons of such
qualitie" (SRP 47). The expressed concern seems to have been that
the plague had spread from the lower classes and the impoverished
inhabiting the Southwark district and "infected very many
principall, and other parts of this Realme" (SRP 47-48). Yet the
proclamation takes particular notice of those deemed idle and
indigent, suggesting that the impoverished masses pose a threat
nearing that of the plague.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

243

Such fears may have indeed

had some justification. Draper

argues that
Southwark had long been a refuge for criminals and even
suspected traitors; and, in its brothels, the plague was
thought to have started. Indeed, the parish of St.
Olaves, just across the bridge from the city, had the
highest mortality from this source in all greater London;
and out of 2541 deaths there in 1603, 2384 were assigned
to this malady. (Draper 14)
But the anxiety caused by the plague seems to have been further
exasperated by a recent increase of the number of vagrants and
rogues populating the suburbs. While the proclamations suspending
fairs and closing brothels were probably intended to curtail the
activities of the poor and vagrant population as well as control
the spread of plague, the proclamation issued on September 17 was
specifically intended to suppress the "Rogues, Vagabonds, Idle, and
dissolute persons" who "swarmed and abounded every where more
frequently then in times past, which will grow to the great and
imminent danger of the whole Realme" (SRP 51-52). Such legalistic
attacks on the impoverished and corrupt, of course, would dredge up
prostitutes and vagrants working as whores in the area. It would
also severely curtail the clientele seeking entertainment at the
brothels.
James' September 17 proclamation was a resurrection of
Elizabethan laws calling for the restraint of disreputable persons.
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On December 14, 1576, Elizabeth demanded the suppression of
"vagabonds, rogues, idle persons, and masterless men" who daily
descended upon London, Westminster, and Southwark

"and there are

suffered to live very disorderly; by occasion whereof many
robberies and felonies and other horrible crimes and offenses be
committed and done to the high displeasure of Almighty God and to
the great hurt of her good and loving subjects" (Tudor Royal
Proclamations, II 415-16).

The unrestrained license of the rogues

was attributed to the feeble enforcement of existing laws by
officials, and the "mayor, aldermen, and recorder of London, and
all justices of the peace, [and] bailiffs of liberties and
franchises" were therefore ordered to "cause good watch to be set
and search to be made, as well in all common tabling houses, inns,
alehouses, and tippling houses as also in all bowling alleys and
other places where any gaming or play is used and frequented, and
there to apprehend and take such suspected persons" (TRP, II 417).
All foreign masterless men were ordered to retreat to their
countries of origin; English vagabonds and rogues were not to cone
within seven miles of the said cities and suburbs (TRP, II 416).
Those caught within the seven-mile radius were to be "apprehended
and taken to commit to prison, there to remain until they shall
receive such punishment and correction as by the laws and statutes
of this realm is and shall be due unto them" (TRP, II 417).
How effective the Elizabethan proclamation was in eradicating
undesirable persons is debatable— -several additional proclamations
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issued to rectify the same problem indicate that the impoverished
and disreputable were, if nothing else, resilient— but there were
times when the brothels, inns, and alehouses in the cities and
suburbs were subjected to the rigorous scrutiny of the authorities.
William Fleetwood, the recorder of London, a man who, A.V. Judges
writes, "took an almost malicious delight in disturbing the quiet
lives of the criminal orders, and in hounding then off in great
batches to Tyburn," wrote several letters to Lord Burghley in
January 1582 explaining his exploits (xxxviii). Fleetwood claimed
to have uncovered "a shoal of forty rogues, men and women" during
an investigation of Southwark, Lambeth, and Newton, and he took
twenty more later that day at Paul’s (Judges xxxix). On Friday of
the same week, Fleetwood "brought in

above a hundred lewd people

taken in the privy search" (Judges xxxix).
Even though Fleetwood's apparent success in rounding up
vagrants is astonishing, the problem did not disappear. In fact, it
was deemed so formidable that in September 1598 Elizabeth felt
compelled to enhance the ironhanded 1530 statutes of her father,
which called for the stripping and beating of beggars (TKP, I 192),
and she placed London vagabonds and rogues under martial law. The
increase in their number was again credited to the negligence of
"ordinary officers and justices" and was the source of considerable
anxiety as there had been
of late diverse routes and unlawful assemblies of rogues
and vagabonds, coloring their wandering by the name of
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soldiers lately ccme fran the wars, who, arming
themselves with shot

and other forbidden weapons, have

not only committed robberies and murders upon her
majesty's people in their travels from place to place,
but also resisted and murdered diverse constables and
others that have ccme to the rescue.

(TRP, III 196)

Although the Elizabethan laws had minimal— if any— success
eliminating the vagabond problem, the Jacobean proclamation implies
that previous authoritarian actions had been effective, stating
that "by the due execution of which Lawe, great good ensued to the
whole Common weale of this Realms" (SRP 51). Such tenuous attempts
to obscure historical reality border on the absurd, but James was
faced with a situation that he believed was again out of control.
Echoing his predecessor, James claimed that the resurrection of the
vagrant masses was due to recent "remissenesse, negligence, and
connivencie of some Justices of the Peace, and other Officers in
divers parts of the Realms" (SRP 51). Since Stuart officials saw
fit to revive and improve statutes against vagabonds, it is clear
that the Elizabethan proclamations calling for their banishment to
areas outside the cities and suburbs and those calling for the
execution of incorrigibles had been abysmal failures. Although the
inadequacies of his predecessor's laws must have been apparent,
James again attempted to control vagabonds through proclamation. He
did, however, believe that part of the failure of the initial
Elizabethan solution was caused by the lack of a "Suite made for
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assigning some place beyond the Seas, to which such incorrigible or
dangerous Rouges might bee banished" (SRP 52). Consequently, any
rogue caught under the new law was to be deported to "Hie New-found
Land, the East and West Indies, France, Germanie, Spain, and the
Low Countries" (SRP 53).
Hie proclamations against rogues, vagabonds, and other
scoundrels— which must have included loose women— are remarkably
similar to those attacking the brothels directly. Although the
stated purpose of the Jacobean order was to instigate some form of
plague control, the proclamation's demand that "none of the
foresaid Roomes, or places be hereafter pestered with multitudes of
dwellers, or with any Inmates" implies apprehension about the
number of the unprincipled populating the area (SRP 48,). Since the
proclamation takes particular notice of the masses of incorrigibles
twice— plague is mentioned specifically only two times— it is quite
possible that the concentration of the disaffected created anxiety
in official minds nearing that posed by plague.

Dollimore points

out that
there was a constant fear among those in charge of
Elizabethan and Jacobean England that disaffection might
escalate into organised resistance. This anxiety surfaces
repeatedly in official discourses: any circumstance,
institution, or occasion which might unite the vagabonds
and master less men— for example, famine, the theatres,
congregations of the unemployed— was the object of almost
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paranoid surveillance.

("Transgression" 77)

The Jacobean proclamation is also notably similar to an April
13, 1546, Tudor order calling for the closure of the brothels.
Henry VTII's proclamation was ostensibly issued to curb the
increase of vice in London and the surrounding area. But it also
implies that the stews were not only places where "youth is
provoked, enticed, and allowed to execute the fleshly lusts, but
also, by such assemblies of evil-disposed persons haunted and
accustomed, is daily devised and conspired hew to spoil and rob the
true laboring and well-disposed men" (TKP, I 365). Again official
fear of large groups of incorrigibles seems to equal the professed
intent of the proclamation. Dollimore suggests that this is indeed
true as official orders usually represent "an attempt to regulate
not vice, nor, apparently, even the spread of disease, but the
criminal underworld" ("Transgression" 76). And Shugg points out
that "Civil and ecclesiastical authorities increased their efforts
to suppress prostitution not primarily because of the 'new' disease
of syphilis, as has sometimes been stated, but because of their
concern over the accompanying crime and civil disorder" (306).
Vagrants and prostitutes probably posed little genuine threat
to English society, but the burden of responsibility for social
tension was often placed on those who lived in a way that
authorities deemed deviant. Dollimore explains that the
"authoritarian demonising of deviant behavior was common in the
period," and what made the act of demonization "possible was a
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prior construction of deviancy itself” ("Transgression" 74). Such
constructions came, of course, in the form of official government
attacks on deviancy, the diatribes of the pamphleteers, and the
Church. Denunciations of prostitution, vagrancy, "promiscuity,
female self-assertion, cross-dressing and homosexuality construed
these behaviors as symptomatic of an impending dissolution of
social hierarchy and so, in effect, of civilisation...partly
because transgression was conceived in public and even cosmic
terms" (Dollimore, "Transgression" 74). The prostitute, then, was
not simply a "poor woman who would live" but rather, according to
the Homilies, "an enemy to the pleasuante flour of youth" who
caused the "Frenche pockes, with other diverse diseases" and
brought forth "many bastards and misbegotten children, to the high
displeasure of God and dishonoure of holy wedlocke", and she caused
her patrons to "consume all their substaunce and goodes, and at the
laste falle into suche extreme poverty that afterward they steale
and are so hanged" (Bond 180). Women working in the London stews,
the authorities claimed, were

the source of "such enormities as

not only provoke instantly the anger and wrath of Almighty God, but
also engender such corruption among the people as tendeth the
intolerable annoyance of the commonwealth" (TRP, I 365).
Prostitution was considered the instigator of poverty and
disease, and it was evidently believed by some to provoke God's
wrath against the commonwealth. But the most prevalent danger again
appears to be the perceived threat posed to the state and the
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rising concept of patriarchy. Lawrence Stone claims that the "late
medieval and sixteenth century family welcomed both aid and
direction from the kin and community" (408). However, by the late
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries this
family type was modified by the loss of a sense of
trusteeship to the lineage, by the decline of kinship and
clientage, and by the concurrent rise of the power of the
state and the spread of Protestantism. The most important
consequence was the substitution of loyalty to state or
sect for loyalty to lineage or patron. This weakened the
diffuse affective network of kin and neighbors which had
surrounded

the loosely bound family structure, and

tended to isolate the nuclear core. This process exposed
that core to stresses it

was often not yet strong enough

to sustain, despite the fact that its internal
psychological cohesion was steadily improving. This
cohesion was stimulated by a flood of propaganda from the
pulpit and printing press, making the

household

responsible for, and the symbol of, the whole social
system, which was thought to be based on the God-given
principles of hierarchy, deference and obedience. (Stone
409)
The relatively new family structure and concurrent growth of
patriarchy within it, Stone argues, was "deliberately encouraged by
the new Renaissance state on the traditional grounds that the
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subordination of the family to its head is analogous to, and also a
direct contributory cause of, subordination of subjects to the
sovereign" (110). In such a system a woman was considered
subordinate to the patriarch, ideally being "weak, submissive,
charitable, virtuous and modest...Her function was housekeeping,
and the breeding and rearing of children. In her behaviour she was
silent in church and in the hone, and at all times submissive to
men" (Stone 138). Barry Taylor suggests that matrimony sanctioned
by the
Church and State, establishes the family as the first
station in the subject's induction into the ideological
order of Commonwealth. In the first place, matrimony
contains and regulates the sexual energies of the body,
directing them beyond personal gratification to the uses
of the social body, through the reproduction of the godly
family. Even as the patriarchal structure of matrimony
establishes and transmits the fundamental terms of social
discipline— the subordination of the body, the
socialisation of the child, the authority of man over
woman— so in the same movement, it conserves and
reproduces the authoritative discourse of godly knowledge,
or the Word.

(20)

Prostitutes typically fell outside of this ideal,
state-sanctioned family structure. Mistress Overdone, for example,
does not fall into the exemplary family model. She uses sex for
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personal profit rather than service to the state. Her nine
marriages (II.i.199) imply that she is hardly willing to submit to
the rule of one man. While she does indeed raise children, it is
not likely that they would be brought up in a manner that would be
pleasing to the State's standards. But not all prostitutes were
necessarily cast out of families or brought up in structures that
would outwardly appear deviant. A. L. Beier points out that some
girls were coerced "into the life by penurious parents— for
example, Agnes Harcote, aged fourteen, was sold 'with the consent
of her own mother' at 6d a time in London in 1560" (53), and some
married women in country areas "committed adultery for a few
pennies" (Beier 53). However, the majority of those in the sex
trade worked alone on the streets or took refuge in the brothels.
In the larger cities, Beier claims, "prostitution usually involved
professionals cut off from family life, living in bawdy houses
where clients visited them" (53).
Although a substantial number of whores may reflect poorly on
the morality of a society, it seems unlikely that they could pose
any credible threat to the state. A more plausible assumption is
that the real fear arose from the congregation of incorrigibles who
frequented the brothels and roamed the cities and countryside, and
prostitutes were undeniably linked to vagrants by most. Thomas
Harman, for example, in his 1566 edition of A Caveat or Warning for
Common Cursitors, Vulgarly called Vagabonds, cataloged various
types of derelict people. Among these were included
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"bawdy-baskets," women who were identified by "baskets and
cap-cases on their arms" (Judges 98). The women were noted for
their theft of linen clothes, which they would later trade for
"some good piece of beef, bacon or cheese, that shall be worth
twelvepence for twopence of their toys" (Judges 98). Bawdy baskets
periodically engaged in casual fornication, often gaining "some
money with their instrument by such as they suddenly meet withal...
Thus they trade their lives in loathsome lechery" (Judges 98).
Slightly more promiscuous than the bawdy-baskets were doxies,
women who were as "common and indifferent for any that will use
[them], as homo is a common name to all men" (Judges 105). Doxies
could be found, Harman claimed, resorting to
noblemen's places, and gentlemen's houses, standing at the
gate, either lurking on the back-side about back-houses,
either in hedgerows, or seme other thicket, expecting
their prey, which is for the uncomely company of some
courteous guest, of whan they be refreshed with meat and
some money, where exchange is made, ware for ware.
(Judges 105-06)
Prostitutes and their compatriot vagrants also worked together in a
practice called crossbiting, "a public profession," Robert Greene
claimed in A Notable Discovery of Cozenage, "of shameless cozenage,
mixed with incestuous whoredom" (Judges 137). The practice involved
the solicitation of some unsuspecting man, who, after being taken
to the prostitute's room, would have his encounter interrupted by
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"a terrible fellow with a side hair and

a fearful beard,

as though

he were one of Polyphemus' cut" (Judges

138). The infuriatedrogue

usually claimed that the whore was his wife or sister and threaten
to have them "both before the Justice, Deputy, or Constable to be
examined" (Judges 138). Rather than take a trip to the constable or
face a beating at the hands of the rogue, the poor victim would
rectify the situation with "seme forty shillings" (Judges 138).
Vagrants, in addition to being master criminals and part-time
whores, were also believed to be "physically corrupt, spreading
disease and infecting the community. At

church festivals

the

healthy had to rub shoulders with ulcerous and cancerous
beggars...In Elizabethan London, it was reported, diseased
mendicants cluttered the streets" (Beier 6). Greene claimed in The
Second Part of Cony-Catching that "these cony-catchers, these
vultures, these fatal harpies,...putrify with their infections this
flourishing estate of England" (Judges 150-51). If the people
described in the pamphlets were as ill as reported, it seems
unlikely that they could possibly pose any threat other than
contagion to the state. Yet these diseased and impoverished people
who apparently sold their bodies for food and a few pennies were
considered to be part of a highly organized criminal underworld.
Beier writes that "In 1552 Gilbert Walker said vagabonds were a
'corporation'; to Awdeley they were a 'fraternity', a 'company'
with orders; to Hannan a 'fleeting fellowship"' (Beier 8). Harman
found twenty-three distinct varieties of vagrant, and he believed
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that they were part of an established hierarchy extending from the
Ruffler, "first in degree of this odious order" (Judges 67) to the
Kinchin Co, a young boy "traden up to such peevish purposes...that
when he groweth unto years, he is better to hang than draw forth"
(Judges 108). And Hannan went so far as to publish the names of two
hundred members of this society (Beier 7).
While the literary portrayal of vagrant life and society tends
to test the imagination, Beier claims that it
should be taken seriously, for it was popular and was
believed...Gentlemen's libraries included Spanish
picaresque

stories as well as the hone-grown variety. As

far as the pamphlets' credibility goes, one Fellow of an
Oxford college accepted some of the statements in 0 Per Se
0 as literal truths. The rogue literature therefore more
than confirmed

the learned theory of vagrancy; it

elaborated and propagated it. (8)
The effect of the literature was to create an "anti-society," a
world that stood outside of, and was opposed to, the organized
social structure and the law. Prostitutes were, of course, a threat
on several counts. They took men away from the state's ideal family
structure, spread diseases which would naturally be carried back to
unsuspecting wives, apparently caused profligate expenditure of
funds by their patrons— something that could again cause damage to
the family, and they were a prime source of bastards. Literary and
state attempts to connect them with vagrants linked them with a
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supposedly organized group that was "defined as a social and
political danger much like witchcraft. If witch-belief provided
spiritual explanations for evil, the vagrant supplied common or
garden ones. Destitute, rootless and masterless, he seemed part of
a conspiracy to destroy society" (Beier 12).
Vagrant literature and state proclamations against
prostitution and vagrancy do imply such official fears of organized
resistance on the part of the destitute. But Measure for Measure
seems to take a contrary stance on the issue. Dollimore points out
that the play "emphasises the lack of any coherent opposition among
the subordinate and the marginalised. Thus Pompey,...once
imprisoned and with the premise of remission, becomes, with no
sense of betrayal, servant to the state in no less capacity than
that of a hangman" ("Transgression" 77). Mistress Overdone, who is
apparently unredeemable, is carted off to prison, never to be heard
from again. Such evidence implies that Shakespeare's play can be
read as a document of support for the disaffected, suggesting that
they cannot mount any real threat against the state on their own.
Shakespeare seems to reveal a particular interest in the
plight of the underworld and its treatment by the power structure
in much of his work.

Although it was a widely held assumption

among critics from the nineteenth century onward that Shakespeare's
regard for the lower classes ranged from "tolerant amusement to
contempt" (Patterson 1), it is unlikely that anything even vaguely
resembling the elitist stance of the critics ever appeared on
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Shakespeare's stage. Patterson argues that "Given what we know of
Shakespeare's status as the most popular playwright at a time when
the theater was popular as never before or since...it seems folly
to assume that his plays, by assuming an elitist social
perspective, knowingly insulted a large portion of their audience"
(3). That audience was, of course, eminently diverse. Sir John
Davies, for example, wrote in his Epigrams (1594-95?) that "When
ended is the play, the dance and song, / A thousand townsmen,
gentlemen, and whores, / Porters and serving-men together throng"
(Jones 665). Given this diversity of audience and all the various
concerns they brought to the theatre with than and Shakespeare's
own humble beginnings and monetary concern, it seems logical to
assume, as Patterson suggests, that he was "one of our first social
critics, in the sense of being capable of profound, structural
analysis" (9). His work reveals an author quite proficient in
grasping not only the relations between the material
conditions of life and those of its intelligibility
(human self-consciousness), but also the function of all
those practices that for want of precise definition we
loosely denote as aspects of "culture": reading,
writing,

theater-going, philosophizing, formal

education, legal and constitutional rule-making.
(Patterson 9-10)
Patterson's point is bolstered by Shakespeare's apparent lack of
concern for the survival of his plays. Andrew Gurr writes that
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Shakespeare was "evidently not concerned to immortalise his plays
by a second publication [printed edition], and rested content with
the transient fame of his company's performances" (1). Such casual
disregard for the survival of performance texts implies that they
not only served to momentarily entertain but could also be used to
address impending topical concerns to the audience, to "supply an
immediate response from the recipients, so that playwrights engage
in a form of communication which is more nearly intercommunicative
than any other publication" (Gurr 2). That these responses were
significant to authority figures is inferred by frequent
ambassadorial sojourns to the amphitheatres to spy on "the crowds
to discover popular sentiments" (Gurr 70-71).
It is well known that plays indeed have the power to elicit a
response from an audience to a topical issue. Jonathan Goldberg
explains that "Actual power is invested in fictions, and fictions
are potent. We know, and know it best in the theatre, that the
power of plays is that they convince us of their reality. Their
reality may not be the same as everyday reality, but everyday
reality is neither natural, neutral, nor simply given" (177).
Essex's use of Richard II in an attempt to influence public opinion
just prior to his rebellion in 1601 is easily the most familiar
instance of an effort to use fiction to sway opinion. The play so
troubled Elizabeth that five months after the rebellion she told
the historian from Sevenoaks, William Lambarde, she was Richard II
and that the "tragedy was played forty times in open streets and
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houses" (Ridley, Elizabeth 1^ 331). Although Elizabeth could
certainly distinguish the reality of her own reign from the
historical fiction presented in Richard II, she was also very
conscious

of fiction’s power to sway public opinion.

The reality of London in September 1603 was that the city was
teeming with pestilence and authorities believed that the suburbs
were once again inundated with scoundrels and wretches. How much
concern Shakespeare felt for the circumstances surrounding him is
always subject to debate, but his decision to show the misery of
the lower classes, and particularly those involved in the sex
industry, in Measure for Measure is quite evident. Rosalind Miles
argues that Shakespeare "presents the weak and the wicked, and he
clearly suggests some degree of unrest or corruption in the society
at large. But he holds himself and his characters from scorning and
scourging it" (233). Miles' point is quite significant because such
benevolent consideration of the lower classes is lacking in much of
Shakespeare's source material. In George Whetstone's Promos and
Cassandra (1578), for example, the sex industry is represented by
Rosko, a pinp, and Lamia, a courtesan. She is analogous to Mistress
Overdone, but the depiction of prostitution is quite different than
that in Measure for Measure.
Whetstone immediately calls unfavorable attention to Lamia in
the supplementary title, claiming that Part One of the play will
include a portrayal of the "uncontrowled leawdenes of a favoured
Curtisan" (442). She is young, beautiful, and financially secure in
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the beginning of the play:
Triumphe fayre Lamia now, thy wanton flag advaunce,
Set foorth thy self to bravest show, bost thou of happy
chaunce
Gyrle, acccnpt thou thy self the cheefe of Lady Pleasures
traine
Thy face is faire, thy forme content, thy Fortunes both
doth staine.
Even as thou wouldst thy house doth stande, thy furniture
is gay
Thy weedes are brave, thy face is fine.
(1 Promos I.ii.)
Rosko reports Promos' intention to enforce the king's orders "to
weede from good the yll, / To scoorge the wights, good Lawes that
disobey" (1 Promos I.i.) and informs the courtesan that she must
close her house. The news is quite distressing, because she must
give up her "daynte diet, / Our braverie and all... / My gaynes are
past, yea, I my self might starve / Save that T did prepare for a
deare yeare" (1 Promos I.ii.). Given the severity of the law— Rosko
claims to know of thirty sentenced to the gallows— Lamia decides
that she will live honestly. Rosko, however, believes that any
attempt made by Lamia to live a chaste life would be futile, and he
informs her that he has "hearde of one Phallax / A man esteemed of
Promos verie much:/ Of whose Nature, I was bold to axe, / And I
smelt, he lov'd lase mutton well" (1 Promos I.ii.). Since Phallax
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inclines toward lewd behavior while retaining outward propriety,
Lamia and Rosko plan to lure him into an affair and then blackmail
him. Phallax, however, intends to seek out the criminal underworld,
realizing that "Disordered persons brybe me wel to escape from
Justice bands. / ...we mean to strippe them so, / As (if they scape
from open shame) their bagges with us shall goe" (1 Promos II.iv.).
Lamia and Rosko are arrested for suspicion of brothel keeping
and brought before Phallax. Since no one is immediately available
to provide evidence against Lamia, Phallax agrees to question her
while the officers seek out witnesses. Even though he considers her
"not to be so chast a one," Phallax promptly releases the
courtesan. (1 Promos Ill.vi.). He does, however, request that she
remain his "secrete friend" and quickly accepts the offer to be a
guest at her "poore house" (1 Promos Ill.vi.). Believing that she
will be protected from legal reprisals, Lamia claims that though
she once feared "a blew gcwne would have bene my shrine," that
concern has "fled, and pleasure keepes his holde, / I knowe that
Phallax will my fame henceforth upholde" (1 Promos Ill.vi.).
Lamia's predictions of improving fortunes are indeed accurate.
Dalia, her maid, reports that "With my Mistresse the world is
chaunged well."

Although she "fearde of late whipping cheere to

smell," there is now no one in the city who "flauntes it out like
Lamia." Phallax has become a such a sturdy prop to her good name
that there is no one who would dare claim that "Lamia doeth
offende" in any way (1 Promos IV. i.). Rosko echoes Dalia's
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opinions, claiming the "Master Phallax so under props her fame, ./
As none for lyfe dare now her lewdnes blame." And he believes that
she has so bewitched the magistrate that "haulfe his brybes unto
her share will goe" (1 Promos V. iv.).
With the protection of Phallax, Lamia restores her brothel and
reaps the benefits of controlling the only house of ill repute in
the city: "And sure the Lawe that made me late complain, / Allureth
me many a wanton geast: / Dames of my Trade shutte up their shoppes
for feare. / Their stuffe prov’d Contra forman Statuti" (2 Promos
II.i.). But her monopoly soon crumbles when the king issues a
proclamation allcwing citizens to bring charges against any
official who has wronged them through "the corruption of bribes,
affecting or not favoring of the person: through Usurie, extortion,
wrong imprisonment, or with any other unjust practise" (2 Promos
Tl.iii.). Numerous charges are brought against Phallax, including
the accusation that "he keepes Mistris Lamia" (2 Promos Il.v.).
After confessing his criminal activity to the king, Phallax is
ordered to repay those victimized by his various extortion and
bribery schemes. But it is revealed that "what he gettes, most
thinke he wastes straight waye / Upon a leawde harlot named
Lamia: / So that his goods wyll scarse pay every whight" (2 Promos
III.iii). The dilemma does not, however, pose any particular
complications, as the king concludes that Phallax will be stripped
of his position and return the remainder of his ill-gotten
gains— those he cannot repay will simply have to "pay somewhat for
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experience" (2 Promos

IIT.iii.).

The punishment doled out to Phallax is notably light, but Lamia
and other petty underworld figures do not fare so well. The king
sends out Gresco and several other officers to "searche odde holes
where ydle varlettes lurk." But Gresco explains that "in chiefe he
stormes at fine Mistrisse Lamia. / She drinkes for all come she
once in his waye. / And lest she scape, my selfe forsooth he
wylles / Worshipfullie to fetch hir, with fortie Bylies" (_2 Promos
IV.i.). The number of officers used to capture one scheming
courtesan is clearly excessive and almost conical. The punishments
handed Lamia and other prostitutes and vagrants are, however, quite
severe. Gresco informs Lamia that her nature will be changed by
whipping, and Phallax later reports that the officers and chief men
of the city are so vigorous in beating "Poore knaves and queanes
that up and down do go" that they "whyp untyll verie blood they
sweate" (2 Promos TV.ii.). Lamia, either after beating or on the
way to the whip, is placed in a cart,
Apparelled in collours verie gave:
Both Hoode, and Gowne, of greene, and yellowe Saye.
Hir Garde were typstaves, all in blewe arraye;
Before hir a noyse of Basons dyd playe.
In this triumphe she ryd wellnye a daye.
(2 Promos TV.ii)
The audience is evidently expected to believe that severe
punishment of courtesans is effective as Lamia does not reappear
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after Act IV, and she is not mentioned in the remainder of the
text.
Whetstone clearly had no intention of granting courtesans and
other disreputable figures the slightest consideration. Lamia is
greedy, scheming, and ultimately considered the source of all vice
in the city. She is harshly punished, and the text implies that
such action is quite rational. After justice is applied
stringently, the prostitution problem disappears. Shakespeare,
while obviously borrowing from Whetstone's text, does not
necessarily provide such unequivocal solutions to prostitution.
Mistress Overdone and Lamia share the same profession and are
temporarily put out of business by proclamation, but the
similarities between the two women are limited. Lamia is young,
with "bewty most brave" (1 Promos I.ii.). She has accumulated
considerable wealth and is quite distressed by the prospect of
having to forego her "daintie diet" and fine clothes (1. Promos
I.ii.). Rather than yield to the law or continue her trade in a
less overt manner, Lamia concocts an elaborate scheme to allow her
to continue working. Mistress Overdone, on the other hand, is
apparently an old woman, one who has "worn [her] eyes almost out in
the service" (I.ii.102). She makes no mention of the loss of excess
wealth, simply wondering "What shall become of me?" (I.ii.97).
While there is some question about how much money Mistress Overdone
has— the Second Gentleman claims to have spent "three thousand
dolours a year" in her establishment— his comments, given the
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context of the speech, can be read as petty bragging about sexual
prowess. Such a reading is tenable as Mistress Overdone does not
bemoan the loss of luxuries or mention money put away in reserve,
points which imply that she is hardly in the same economic standing
as Lamia and may well be merely earning a subsistence living.
When confronted by the proclamation closing her house, Lamia
and Rosko plan to dupe Phallax into propping up their business. She
is a courtesan, a position which apparently gives her some access
to those in power, and is therefore able to attempt to bribe
Phallax. Mistress Overdone, although attaining the status of bawd
rather than common whore, lacks access to authority and thus
orchestrates no elaborate plots to retain her bawdy house. She
simply follows Pompey's suggestion that "though you change your
place, you need not change your trade" and relocates (I.ii.99-100).
She has always been involved with prostitution and apparently
believes that there are no other options for her.
Whetstone takes a highly negative view of prostitution. Lamia
is presented as a woman who has earned a very good living through
whoredom. When threatened by law, she manages to corrupt authority.
When all brothels are closed, she operates a house with the
blessings of the magistrate. The life of the whore in Whetstone's
play is so gratifying that Lamia and her employees literally sing
before the doors of the brothel. Perhaps Promos and Cassandra is
the better example of "the world of happy whoredom" that Taylor so
denounces in Measure for Measure (389).
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Shakespeare's "world of happy whoredom” is scarcely happy.
The clientele that Mistress Overdone services is nothing like those
who appear before Lamia's door. Pompey, in his new position of
hangman, points out that the jail looks like Mistress Overdone's
house because so many of her old customers have found their way
behind its gates. His description implies that the old bawd caters
to a host of rogues, beggars, and thieves like
young Master Rash; he's in for a commodity of brown paper
and old ginger, nine score and seventeen pounds; of which
he made five marks ready money: marry, then, ginger was
not so much in request, for the old women were all dead.
Then there is here one Master Caper, at the suit of Master
Three-pile the mercer, for some four suits of
peach-coloured satin, which now peaches him a beggar. Then
have we here young Dizie, and young Master Deep-vow, and
Master Copperspur, and Master Starve-Lackey the rapier and
dagger man, and young Drcp-heir that killed lusty Pudding,
and Master Forthright the tilter, and brave Master
Shoe-tie the great traveller, and wild Half-can that
stabbed pots, and I think forty more, all great doers in
our trade.

(IV.iii.4-19)

The wealth such customers could place in the coffers of Mistress
Overdone would certainly be meager, but they do supply her with the
only living she has. And it is the inability to work in any
legitimate trade that probably prompts Mistress Overdone to reopen
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her establishment after the new laws are in place. Upon her
subsequent arrest, Escalus demands that she be placed in prison in
spite of her pleas for mercy. He points out that she has had
"Double and treble admonition," but she is still "forfeit in the
same kind." Such disregard for repeated warning, Escalus claims,
would "make mercy swear and play the tyrant" (III.ii.187-89).
Apparently using up the last vestiges of mercy Escalus has to
offer, Mistress Overdone is carted off the stage and is not heard
fran again. John W. Dickinson argues that the implication of
Escalus' speech is that "he has warned Mistress Overdone three
times in an attanpt to give her a fair chance to amend her life.
Having done this, his responsibility is ended and her continued
violation of the newly-enforced law— despite his warnings— makes
her subject to its full rigor" (295). Dickinson's comments are
quite reasonable, as Mistress Overdone's recurring failure to yield
to the law would certainly antagonize the patient magistrate, and
his refusal to hear her pleas appears to be justifiable. But
Dickinson's praise of Escalus fails to give the slightest
consideration to the underlying causes of Mistress Overdone’s
apparently chronic recidivism. She is an old woman and has
evidently devoted most of her life to her profession. The Provost,
for example, tells Escalus that she is a "bawd of eleven years'
continuance" (III.ii.190), and it is quite likely that a woman
working as a bawd was a prostitute before advancing to the
procurement level. Even though Escalus has granted Mistress
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Overdone numerous reprieves, it is doubtful that she has the
necessary skills to work in any trade not connected to the sex
industry.
The ultimate denial of clemency to a prostitute poses one of
the more interesting problems of Measure for Measure, as nearly
every other underworld figure is pardoned in the final Act. The
play borrows its title from Christ's admonition against myopic
judgment: "Ivdge not, that ye be not iudged. For with what
iudgement ye iudge, ye shall be iudged, and with what measure ye
mete, it shalbe measured vnto you" (Matt. 7:1-2) and takes up the
same issues of retribution and mercy raised in the Sermon on the
Mount. Since he deliberately calls attention to a segment of
Matthew's Gospel that decries censorious verdicts, it seems
doubtful that Shakespeare would completely ignore those who were
often the victims of arbitrary law and frequent morality crusades
and allotted precious little indulgence by authorities. Yet
Mistress Overdone does not appear in Act V.
That Shakespeare had the essence of the Sermon on the Mount in
mind is apparent in the final scene of Measure for Measure.
Although there are many sinners present— and their indiscretions
are brought to light— all is forgiven. Angelo is, most of those
present believe, guilty of judicial murder. The Duke first demands
that Angelo make restitution for the prior rejection of his
contracted marriage with Mariana and instructs him to "take her
hence, and marry her instantly" (V.i.375).

Angelo returns to the
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stage after the hasty marriage, and the Duke claims that as a
result of his crimes
The very mercy of the law cries out
Most audible, even from his proper tongue:
'An Angelo for a Claudio; death for death.
Haste still pays haste, and leisure answers leisure;
Like doth quit like, and Measure still for Measure.'
Then, Angelo, thy fault's thus manifested,
Which, though thou would'st deny, denies thee vantage.
We do condemn thee to the very block
Where Claudio stoop'd to death, and with like haste.
(V.i.405-13)
The Duke's initial sentence derives from Old Testament law as
stipulated in Leviticus:
He also that killeth any man, he shall be put to
death.
And he that killeth a beast, he shall restore it,
beast for beast.
Also if a man cause any blemish in his neighbor: as
he hath done, so shall it be done to him.
Breach for breach, eye for eye, tooth for tooth: such
a blemish as he hath made in any, such shall be repayed to
him.

(Lev. 24:17-20)

Expressing his verdict with near perfect adherence to the Levitical
law, the Duke demands that his deputy be executed with haste, much
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like Angelo ordered the execution of Claudio "At an unusual hour"
(V. i.456). The sentence prompts Escalus to express his regret that
a man like Angelo, who appeared "so learned and wise," would "slip
so grossly, both in the heat of blood / And lack of temper'd
judgment afterward" (V.i.468-71). Duke Vincentio's sentence is
rash, but it repays in kind the actions of Angelo in strict
accordance with Levitical law. However, it is also the form of
judgment that Christ warns against in His Sermon. While it is all
but impossible to refrain fron some form of ethical assessment,
Christ demands that we "Judge not, that ye be not judged." His
words are indeed difficult— ’and probably impossible— to live by,
and it is more likely that "Jesus here speaks of censorious
judgment and too quick condemnation. He draws a line between
ethical appraisal and sharp-tongued criticism, and bids us keep on
the right side of the line. He says that critical censure is a
boomerang" (Buttrick 325). Angelo judges too quickly, does not
consider the consequences of precise application of law. And
reckless use of law does return to Angelo when the Duke condemns
him to the block.
Vincentio is, however, more rational in his application of
authority. While Angelo is justly condemned for his crime, the Duke
knows that there are mitigating circumstances— a living Claudio
certainly renders a death sentence for his murder unjust:
By this Lord Angelo perceives he's safe;
Methinks I see a quickening in his eye.
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Well, Angelo, your evil quits you well.
Look that you love your wife: her worth, worth yours.
I find an apt remission in myself.

(V.i.492-96)

There is cause for harsh penalty— Angelo has revitalized old laws
and demanded that they be enforced with no lenience and has
essentially planned to murder one of the victims of the old
law— but real harm has been prevented, and the Duke finds reason
for extending pardon.
Lucio appears to present the Duke with a somewhat less
complicated, albeit more personal, problem. The upstart gallant has
slandered the Duke mercilessly: "You, sirrah, that knew me for a
fool, a coward, / One of all luxury, an ass, a madman: / Wherein
have I deserv'd of you / That you extol me thus?" (V.i.498-501).
Lucio's remarks against the Duke appear harmless-even humorous— to
a modern audience, but under English law Vincentio was well within
his right to demand extreme punishment. Bently explains that in
"1275, the statute of scandalum magnatum had been created to
protect secular authorities— the King, his lords, and his principal
officers— from slanderous statements" (107). The statute was
enacted in order to
punish those who claimed that the King did not practice
justice in his court, and second to punish those who
produced discord between the King and his subjects or
between the King's magistrates and his subjects. The
punishment for scandalum magnatum was either
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mutilation— the loss of the ears or the right hand— or
death.

(107)

The Duke demands that Lucio be "whipp'd first...and hang'd after."
But he also orders the Provost to seek out "any woman wrong'd by
this lewd fellcw" so that Lucio can be forced to marry her
(V.i.505-10). Execution will, of course, follow the wedding. The
verdict is extrene, however legal it may be. Perhaps the Duke has
his prior treatment of Angelo in mind when he commutes Lucio's
sentence to marriage to Kate Keepdown, a woman Lucio claims is’a
whore.
If the common negative assessment of Shakespeare's treatment
of prostitution in the play were accurate, it would be a simple
matter to read Lucio's fate as a moderately successful joke at the
expense of the gallant and a whore. Yet it may be more effective to
consider the Duke's action in light of Christ's admonition against
reckless judgment. Upon learning that Lucio has no desire to marry
Kate, the Duke proclaims that "thou shalt marry her. Thy slanders I
forgive, and therewithal / Remit thy other forfeits" (V.i.516-18).
Rather than demand the ultimate penalty as restitution for personal
offense, the Duke forgives Lucio and thus grants some justice to
Kate Keepdown for the wrongs Lucio has committed against her. The
decision is reasonable because the execution of Lucio easily could
make Vincentio appear malicious if not tyranical— something he
fears in Act One— after the pardons extended to Angelo and
Barnardine.

Lucio's fear of marriage to Kate gives the Duke sane
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redress for the slanders against him. And the death of the busy
gallant would also leave Kate unmarried and her child a bastard.
While Lucio is hardly the most desirable husband in Vienna,
marriage to him is probably more advantageous for Kate than the
alternative.
Kate Keepdown is without doubt a prostitute. Her name, her
affiliation with Mistress Overdone, and Lucio's denunciations all
suggest that she toils in the suburban brothels. Yet the Duke
allows her to benefit— at least to a certain extent— along with the
other scurrilous characters in the final Act. Such actions can
easily be read as an indication that Shakespeare was attempting to
show that prostitutes warranted humane treatment. Mistress Overdone
and Pompey, however, are not present during the scene of mass
pardon— and they are the characters who suffer the brunt of verbal
and physical abuse in the play. Miles, for example, maintains that
the Duke offers the only scolding speech in the whole play, "and it
is directed at 'a bawd'" (233). The Duke harshly berates Pompey,
claiming that he is
a bawd, wicked bawd;
The evil that thou causest to be done,
That is thy means to live. Do thou but think
What 'tis to cram a maw or clothe a back
From such a filthy vice. Say to thyself,
From their abominable and beastly touches
I drink, I eat, array myself, and live.
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Canst thou believe thy living is a life,
So stinkingly depending?

(III.ii.18-26)

While clearly indicating that Pompey lives a disreputable life,
Vincentio's statements are telling. Pompey is, at least he claims
to be, a tapster, but the Duke's admonishment suggests that there
is not enough money to be had by doing legitimate work, that doing
evil is Pompey's only means to live. The Duke's denunciation places
considerable blame on the bawd for the state of moral affairs, but
it is significant that he also attaches responsibility to those who
use Pompey's services. It is from "their abominable" touches that
Pompey and his women live. Given that Shakespeare made some use of
the dictates of the Sermon on the Mount concerning judgment, it is
perhaps noteworthy that Christ appears to place more blame on men
than women for adultery:
Ye have heard that it was said to than of old time,
Thou shalt not commit adulterie.
But I say vnto you, that whosoeuer looketh on a woman
to lust after her, hath committed adulterie with her
already in his heart.

(Matt. 5:27-28)

There is no mention of the woman's lust, implying that "the man is
thought of as the one directly responsible for the sin" (Buttrick
297).
The implication that responsibility for lustful behavior rests
primarily with men can also be extended to Mistress Overdone's
situation. After Pompey's first arrest, he is brought before
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Escalus, who expresses some surprise upon learning that Mistress
Overdone has been married nine times (II.i.198-200). The old bawd's
propensity for marriage is indeed shocking, and the indication that
she is unable to keep a husband because of her profession could
easily be read as the intent of the scene. But it is also possible
that the audience is to consider that the fault for the failed
marriages rests with the men as well as Mistress Overdone.
Concerning divorce, Christ proclaimed that
It hath beene said also, Whosoeuer shall put away his
wife, let him giue her a bill of diuorcement.
But I say vnto you, whosoeuer shall put away his wife
(except it be for fornication) causeth her to conmit
adulterie: and whosoeuer shall marrie her that is
diuorced, committeth adulterie.

(Matt. 5:31-32)

Considerable blame for adultery is placed on the man— just as much
as if not more than the woman. Such considerations imply that
Mistress Overdone should not be considered completely at fault for
adulterous relationships— the men who married and (presumably)
deserted her are equally responsible.
Mistress Overdone's nine marriages present a complex problem.
Divorce was difficult to obtain in England. Ingram points out that
marriage was considered sacred, and the "potential avenues for
escape were few and narrow. The traditional law of the church
rigorously upheld the sanctity of the married state and the
indissolubility of the conjugal bond, so that divorce in the modern
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sense— the termination of a valid marriage, enabling the partners
to marry again— was not recognised" (Church Courts 145). But the
1547 homily "Against Whoredome, and Adultery" bemoans the
frequency of divorce in England "whiche now a dayes be so commonly
accustomed and used by men's private aucthoritie, to the great
displeasure of God and the breach of the most holy knotte and bond
of matrimony" (Bond 180). Due to the prevalence of whoredom, "the
honest and innocent wyfe [is] put awaye, and the harlot received in
her stede; and in lyke sort, it happeneth many tymes in the wyfe
tcwardes her husbande'1 (Bond 180). Since legal divorce did not
exist in the modern sense, it is likely that the majority of
"divorces" were actually desertions. Ingram points out that
the marriages of the very poor were...quite vulnerable.
Over 8 percent of the married women included in a survey
of the poor in the city of Norwich around 1570 had
allegedly been deserted by their husbands, and a similar
problem, albeit on a lesser scale, was revealed in
Salisbury in 1635. Nor were deserted wives found only in
the towns. In the small village of Wylye in the period
1615-35 there lived at least two, and possibly three,
women whose husbands had left than.

(Church Courts 148)

It is, of course, impossible to know the circumstances of Mistress
Overdone1s various marriages. Shakespeare is silent on the
particulars, but such silence can be quite significant. By not
openly placing blame on Mistress Overdone, there is rocm for
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speculation that she is not entirely at fault.
Shakespeare is, however, more forthcoming on other issues that
affect the poor and those associated with the sex industry in the
play. The presence of proclamations in Measure for Measure that are
so similar to those issued in 1603 infers that there is some
measure of social criticism intended. Draper, for example, claims
that the 1603 proclamations are quite significant in shaping an
opinion of the lowly characters in the play. In the real world of
Jacobean London, the proclamations were a woeful failure. Rather
than clearing the realm of social problems, the new laws simply
expanded the problem, compelling prostitutes, in direct violation
of statutes prohibiting their crossing the Thames, to move from
Southwark to the streets of London. John Taylor wrote in 1622 that
"The stews in England bore a beastly sway, / Till the eight Henry
banish'd them away: / And since those common whores were quite put
down, / A damned crue of priuate whores are grown" (qtd. in Shugg
312). Taylor's lines imply that although the haunts of prostitutes
were suppressed, there was an ample supply of amateurs and
displaced professionals now on the streets. The effect of the new
suppression was, then, much the same as it had been when Henry VII
reduced the number of brothels in 1506 and when Henry VIII closed
them in 1546: vice was not eradicated, merely relocated.
Draper suggests that "Shakespeare and his audience must have
been aware of these proclamations and their consequences; and, in
Measure for Measure, Angelo's effort to reform the underworld of
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Vienna produced similar results" (15). Nothing has changed in the
world of the play after the new laws are issued. Mistress Overdone
is put out of business temporarily, but, as Ponpey tells her, "good
counsellors lack no clients: though you change your place, you need
not change your trade: I'll be your tapster still" (I.ii.98-100)
She may be forced to move, tot a change of location does not
necessarily mean a change of business. Since attacking vice through
proclamation fails to eliminate desire for illicit sex or to
alleviate poverty, which is the underlying cause of the problem,
there will always be prostitution. Pompey argues this point when
explaining his position to Escalus:
Esc. Pompey, you are partly a bawd, Pompey, howsoever you
colour it in being a tapster, are you not? Come,
tell me true, it shall be the better for you.
Pom. Truly, sir, I am a poor fellow that would live.
Esc. How would you live, Pompey? By being a bawd? What do
you think of the trade, Pompey? Is it a lawful
trade?
Pom. If the law would allow it, sir.
Esc. But the law will not allow it, Pompey; nor it shall
not be allowed in Vienna.
Pom. Does your worship mean to geld and splay all the
youth of the city?
Esc. No Pompey.
Pom. Truly sir, in my poor opinion, they will to't then.
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(II.i.220-230)
Pompey's argument suggests that as long as there is a market for
sex— and it seems substantial— there will be those who will cater
to that market. Even if the brothels are closed, there will always
be a "wise burgher" who will "put in for thorn" (I.ii.92). The
demand for prostitutes was simply too significant and too
financially lucrative. No law will change such circumstances, no
matter how strict— a point that does not escape Pompey's attention:
If you head and hang all that offend that way but
for ten year together, you'll be glad to give out a
commission for more heads: if this law hold in
Vienna ten year, I'll rent the fairest house in it
after three pence a bay.

(II.i.235-39)

And the inadequacy of the new laws is apparent to Duke Vincentio as
well. After spending time as a "looker on...in Vienna", the Duke
apparently has come to the conclusion that the authorities are
corrupt and the laws ineffectual because prostitution cannot be
contained. He has "seen corruption boil and bubble / Till it
o'errun the stew: laws for all faults, / But faults so countenanc'd
that the strong statutes / Stand like forfeits in a barber's
shop, / As much in mock as mark" (V.i.315-20). Confronted by mobile
whores, a "wise burgher" who puts in for the brothels, an utterly
incompetent constabulary, and a Deputy who is as licentious as any
whoremonger, the Duke, Draper claims, "seems to have decided that
the reform of prostitution was either impossible or unimportant"
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(15). Assuming that James would recognize the Duke's leniency as
parallel to his own— the king had, after all, claimed in Basilikon
Doron that a monarch's primary function was to make good laws to
assure the welfare of his people (Mcllwain 18)— Draper argues that
Shakespeare was, to a limited extent, presenting James with a plea
to return to the status quo regarding prostitutes and the brothels:
On this matter Shakespeare touches lightly; for it was
dangerous to tell James that he had erred and so should
forgo his crusade. Apparently the playwright thought that
the new law and the proclamations were creating a
situation worse than the one they were intended to cure
and the stews should

be left, along with the theatres,

undisturbed in their old, convenient haunts.

(15)

How much influence a playwright can have over a king is debatable
and is an area that should be examined with care. Catherine Seigel,
for example, takes the view that "Shakespeare has instructed the
new monarch to keep his hands off the hothouses!" (87). It is
intriguing, but extremely unlikely, that Shakespeare could
instructhis king to do anything. Draper also considers such a
possibility, but he takes a more discretionary approach, claiming
that Shakespeare, "knowing that prostitution could not be
destroyed, is suggesting that the king restore the 'houses' to
their old location, convenient to the city and the theatres, where
they could be controlled" (17). The idea of "suggestion" is more
plausible than "instruction," and implying that control of
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prostitution is part of the suggestion is a good point. But it is
also possible that since the real power of fiction to influence was
known— and inonarchs were wary of the power of the theatre to mold
public opinion— Shakespeare was attempting to manipulate the
populace as much as James. Brian Gibbons points out that
Shakespeare does place obvious compliments to James I in
Measure for Measure, but it is worth noticing that they
are incidental to the play's action, and the play's force
does not depend upon them. Queen Elizabeth in 1586 had
pointed to the power— and also the danger— -which the
public role of the monarch had in common with that of the
actor: 'We princes, I tel you, are set on stages, in the
sight and view of all the

world'.. .Shakespeare seems

nevertheless to have contrived penetrating questions in
this play about the Prince and the State, force and
fraud, about the actor and the ruler, even if he did
practise self-censorship.

(6-7)

References to situations that could suggest a connection to
James appear early in the text. After the Duke turns his authority
over to Angelo, he explains his clandestine departure: "I love the
people, / But I do not like to stage me to their eyes: / Though it
do well, I do not relish well / Their loud applause and Aves
vehement; / Nor do I think the man of safe discretion / That does
affect it" (I.i.67-72). Josephine Waters Bennett claims that James
disliked crowds. Prior to his coronation procession, James
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"undertook a private visit to London to see the decorations, and
was so frightened by the crowd which formed to see him that he took
refuge in the Royal Exchange. He hurried so fast through the
Coronation Procession of March 15, 1604, that 'a great part' of the
speeches 'were left unspoken'" (80). Since James revealed his
queasy reaction to crowds in a very public forum, it is possible
that Shakespeare's audience would recognize something of their king
in the Duke, and, by association, assume that the situations
described in Vienna on the stage paralled those in London. By
showing those in the sex trade in a favorable light, Shakespeare
may have been attempting to sway popular sentiment more than
addressing his monarch directly.
Although Shakespeare seems to be giving prostitutes a positive
voice on his stage, there are those who claim he excludes them.
Taylor, for example, argues that "We can understand what
Shakespeare did only if we understand what he didn't do and
understand too that what he didn't do was worth doing...the
subjects people avoid are as significant as the ones they belabor"
(388). Taylor maintains that in Measure for Measure

attention is

focused on the hypocrisy of Angelo and the tribulations of Claudio
and Juliet in order to "distract attention from the real focus of
sexual corruption, Viennese prostitution" (388-89).

The sex

industry in the play, Taylor claims, is
represented by a dimwitted john (Froth, described by the
list of characters in the Folio itself as a "foolish
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Gentleman"), by a witty pimp (Pompey Bum, his surname
punning on the British sense "buttocks," incongruously
juxtaposed with the classical pomp of "Ponpey"), and an
old bawd (Mistress

Overdone, punning on the slang sense

"fucked too much"; perhaps the modern equivalent would be
"Mistress Overlaid"). A crew of harmless comics: dumb
customer, daffy pimp, dizzy madam. The names themselves
assure us that we have entered the world of happy
whoredom. But where, pray tell, are the prostitutes?
(389)
In the strictest sense, Taylor's point is credible: the text
of Measure for Measure does not give speaking parts to women
clearly identified as working prostitutes, and he later
claims— accurately— that there was a close relationship between the
theatres and the whorehouses: "Prostitution and playing are both
service industries; both cater gainfully to the market for real
fantasy" (390). Such observations are, of course, common.
Dollimore, for example, points out that "the prostitutes, the most
exploited group in the society which the play represents, are
absent from it. Virtually everything that happens presupposes than
yet they have no voice, no presence" ("Transgression" 86). Arthur
Colby Sprague and J.C. Trewin echo Taylor and Dollimore in claiming
that "No whores appear in Measure for Measure, any more than they
do in Pericles" (62). Taylor, however, also claims that by leaving
prostitutes out of Measure for Measure and Pericles, Shakespeare
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"suppressed the relationship between the world's oldest profession
and his own" (390), a point

emphasized by a comparison between

Hamlet's commission and praise of the strolling players and Timon's
apparent denunciation of strolling

prostitutes after commissioning

them to spread disease (391). Actors and whores are both employed,
the former praised, the latter admonished. This point leads to the
argument

that "Shakespeare wasted no sympathy on the women lured

or conned or forced into prostitution." Taylor claims that the
playwright "never considers, or asks his audience to consider, the
circumstances of such women" (391-92).
While there are no speaking parts for working prostitutes in
the text of Measure for Measure, the comments of Taylor and
Dollimore imply that they give no consideration to the
possibilities presented by staging and performance of the play— and
opportunities for staging prostitutes and other representations of
immorality are built into the text. For example, Act I, Scene ii of
the play appears to take place on a street or some other open area
which permits the characters to see events taking place in the
distance. Mistress Overdone enters and speaks of "one yonder
arrested and carried to prison" (I.ii.49-50). Pompey enters a few
lines later bringing news of "Yonder man...carried to prison"
(I.ii.70). The acting area is also crowded. If the Provost,
Claudio, Juliet, Officers, Lucio, and two Gentlemen can be seen by
Mistress Overdone and Pompey, the text implies— it is difficult to
determine the view of the audience— that there are no fewer than
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nine people on the stage. Not all of the characters are given
speaking roles at this time: no officer, for example, says a word.
Since Claudio is being carted away for sexual sins, it is likely
that non-speaking prostitutes would populate the stage at this
time, walking the street, reinforcing the overall effect of sexual
corruption in Vienna. This is, of course, pure speculation where
Shakespeare's stage is concerned, but Sprague and Trewin point out
that prostitutes "are heavily inserted in modern productions" (62),
a point taken up in a recent production of Measure for Measure
presented by Shakespeare & Company at the Oxford Court Theatre in
Lenox, Massachusetts. The production opens with "a scene-setting
display of the characters of Vienna: a woman stripping on the
platform above; a slender floozie, in low cut corset bodice and
fluffy slips and skirts— Mistress Overdone...--entering below...a
horn blows to signal a police raid, and bawds and pimps scatter,
hiding in the Vienna woods" (Schlueter 29). The New Jersey
Shakespeare Festival's 1990 production at Drew University, Madison,
New Jersey, also emphasizes the bawdy potential of the play. The
audience is presented with a scene of moral depravity:
Amid the bustle of low lifes, dandies, and sleezily
attired prostitutes, one with penis horns, walks a group
of very righteous and very disgusted nuns. The prostitutes
intimidate the men on the stage. A startled lover jumps
from a second floor window of the houses that surround the
tcp of the stage and tries to pull his pants up as he
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scampers away.

(Newman 35)

At the resolution of the play, the Duke is "led in by a prostitute
to loud cheers from the populous" (sic) (Newman 36).
The BBC Television production of the play, which aired on
February 18, 1979, also made considerable use of prostitutes. The
opening brothel scene, for example, is the site of numerous
nefarious activities. Lucio and the gentlemen sit at the gaming
tables playing with dice; whores mingle in the background crowd and
look down on the scene from the balconies; sounds of loud talking
and laughter permeate the dimly lit, smoke-filled stage. The set
more resembles a saloon from a TV western than a Jacobean brothel,
something that seems to have been the intention of director,
Desmond Davis:
I felt that the audience I was interested in was perhaps
a very young audience, had probably seen no Shakespeare
at all, perhaps didn't go to the theatre a lot. I
certainly

didn't want to do a very scholastic production

in a very reverent way— though obviously there was to be
fidelity to

the text...I tried to make Mistress

Overdone's brothel a bit like the Destry Rides Again
saloon. I had the men smoking cigars and young ladies
parading along the
western, with

balconies. I wanted to make it like a

gambling games— so it's recognisable to a

modern audience. (Fenwick 19)
Of course the phallic potential of the cigars is played to the
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utmost advantage as the characters most clearly associated with the
sex industry at this point— Lucio and Mistress Overdone— are
constantly smoking. And Mistress Overdone also makes considerable
use of open mouth gestures. After telling Lucio of Claudio's
predicament, she pushes him away from her, keeps her mouth open,
runs her tongue across her upper lip, and places her lit cigar in
her mouth. The sexual connotations are obvious, and, as Jean E.
Howard points out, "any woman whose mouth is opened in public
spaces, in particular, is read as whorish, as incontinent with
other bodily orifices as much as with the mouth" ("Sex" 181).
Mistress Overdone first appears on a balcony above the gaming
tables, wearing a dark red gown with a low-cut top which is quite
revealing, peering over the scene of moral corruption, queen of all
she surveys. Entering through a door beneath the balcony, she walks
to the table where the First Gentleman fondles her posterior while
asking, "which of your hips has the most profound scatica?"
(I.ii.54-55). Her response is a disinterested, playfully indignant
"Well, well!", which suggests that she is somewhat world-weary,
accepting the degradations of her profession with casual
indifference and moving on. She lights a cigar from a candle on the
table and casts a knowing glance toward Lucio as she describes the
fate of Claudio, implying that she knows that Lucio is guilty of
the same crime.
Lucio and the gentlemen exit to the street to watch as Claudio
is led to prison. Pompey enters dressed in dirty rags, but he is
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cheered by the brothel patrons. He is evidently quite popular with
the crowd, waving to them and laughing loudly as he makes a joke
out of Claudio's arrest for "groping for trouts, in a peculiar
river" (I.ii.83)- Mistress Overdone, however, seems to realize the
repercussions of Claudio's arrest. The indifference she displays
while Pompey makes jokes is replaced by a look of shock. Her eyes
open wide, and her mouth drops as she quickly rises from her table
and runs to Poirpey. Her initial fears about the wider effects of
Claudio's arrest are realized as Pompey informs Mistress Overdone
of the fate of the brothels. Her reaction is one of total dismay,
eyes closed, her head resting on a wine cask, biting the back of
her hand, throwing back a glass of sack, desperation in her voice
as she asks, "What shall become of me?" (T.ii.97). But Pompey
serves as a source of comfort for Mistress Overdone, telling her
that she need not change her trade, that he will still be her
tapster, that pity will be taken on "you that have worn your eyes
almost out in the service" (I.ii.101-02). He is, however, doing his
very best to peer down her blouse as he refers to her eyes being
worn out, but Pompey's encouragement does bring seme relief to
Mistress Overdone as she begins laughing, leaning her head against
his. Their relationship is similar to that of Doll Tearsheet and
Falstaff, although not as well developed. Bawdy behavior— the jokes
and peering down the blouse— abounds, but there appears to be seme
measure of genuine friendship between Mistress Overdone and Pompey.
She is truly distressed, and the old man does his best to comfort
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her.
The camera shifts fron the interior brothel to the street
where Claudio is being led to prison. There are women standing in
dark corners, and a crowd of people consisting mainly of older
women follow the procession, much to Claudio's dismay:
Cla. Fellow, why dost thou show me thus to th1 world?
Bear me to prison, where I am committed.
Pro. I do it not in evil disposition,
But from the Lord Angelo by special charge.
The "special charge" is evidently something

very similar to the

public humiliation rituals for fornicators prescribed by
ecclesiastical courts. Stone points out that for fornication and
adultery the penalty was "standing in a white sheet holding a white
wand either in the town market place on market day, or in church
before the entire congregation. For prenuptial pregnancies, the
penalty was open confession in church on a Sunday or at the time of
marriage" (324). The procession lacks the white wand, but the
overall effect is much the same: the embarrassed man asks to be
taken to his cell while a crowd of morally superior old women looks
on and follows him to the prison door. Juliet, although not
confined by the Provost's men, also seems to be a part of the
ritual. She follows along, wearing a white gown, weeping, the
evidence of her "sin" very apparent to the community.
Mistress Overdone next appears when her brothel is raided. The
scene is filled with whores running from the officers and patrons
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jumping from roans while attanpting to pull their pants up. There
is also a great deal of what the script editor, Alan Shallcross,
calls "brothel chat":
In Measure for Measure there are two major scenes where
there are a lot of people talking...The first one is the
scene (I.ii) in the brothel with Mistress Overdone, where
Lucio and the various gentlemen are talking and there's a
lot of brothel chat. It would be pointless having
background lines like "Will you have another half?" or
"What's yours?", so I actually had to write Elizabethan
rhubarb and create characters who might be there to speak
it. Also there's the moment when Ms Overdone is being
arrested in the brothel where I had to write a lot of
dialogue for whores who are being taken out of their
rooms and carted off to prison. All that had to be in
quasi-authentic cod Elizabethan language and syntax.
(Fenwick 21)
The brothel raid results in the imprisonment of Mistress
Overdone and her employees, and these women again appear on the
stage during the prison scenes, a situation set up by the text.
Pompey looks around the jail and notices that "one would think it
were Mistress Overdone's own house, for here be so many of her old
customers" (IV.iii.2-4). Among the old customers are the working
girls. Pompey walks past their cell after accepting his position as
hangman. As in any prison society, the stool pigeon is frowned upon
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by the population, and Pompey is greeted with contempt by the
women. Arms reach out for him, straw is thrown in his direction,
and a loud raspberry can be heard caning fran the cell after Pompey
is beyond the range of the handfuls of straw.
Somewhat related to the heavy insertion of prostitutes in the
BBC production is the use of sets. Davis explains the
brothel and the convent were the same set...Ws simply
repainted it white, took out the whores and the gaming
tables and put in a statue of the Virgin Mary;
changed the young ladies parading the upper levels
and put in some novices. The little doors and
cells, instead of being used for

whoring, are used for

praying. Eroticism is the other side of purity— they are
mirror images in man's psyche: a sad

unfortunate truth.

(Fenwick 24-25)
Although economics certainly played a part in the producer's
decision to double sets, such parallels between eroticism and
purity do appear in Shakespeare. In Hamlet, for instance, the Ghost
refers to Gertrude in just such dualistic terms:
But virtue, as it never will be mov'd,
Though lewdness court it in the shape of heaven,
So lust, though to a radiant angel link'd
Will sate itself in a celestial bed
And prey on garbage.

(I.v.53-57)

And Hamlet later calls Polonius a "fishmonger" (II.ii.174), someone
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who could be considered "a trader in women's virtue", semething
that is appropriate since Polonius is ready to "loose" his daughter
on Hamlet (Jenkins 465). This leads to Hamlet's telling Ophelia to
"Get thee to a nunnery. Why wouldst thou be a breeder of sinners?
(III.i.121-22). Nunnery was sometimes used, Harold Jenkins points
out, sarcastically for a house of unchaste women (282 n.). But
Jenkins also suggests that the meaning of the word may be literal
in this case since Hamlet wants Ophelia to go someplace where she
will not be a breeder of sinners— even more appropriate since
Hamlet considers her the daughter of a fishmonger (465). But the
parallels with chastity and lewdness are there, and the idea of a
chaste lady as

whore does appear in the work of Shakespeare's

contemporaries. Thomas Nashe, for example, draws just such a
parallel in The Choice of Valentines. The narrator "went, poor
pilgrim, to my lady's shrine / To see if she would be my
valentine. / But woe, alas, she was not to be found, / For she

was

shifted to an Upper Ground" (459). And the analogy between the
brothel and convent is stressed when the pilgrim meets the bawd who
demands that he "lay me a God1s-penny in my hand; / For in our
oratory sikerly / None enters here to do his nicery / But he must
pay his offertory first (459-60). Considering the Ghost's
characterization of Gertrude, Valerie Traube argues that "the
dualistic ideology that divides women into lustful whores and
radiant angels collapses upon itself, revealing the fear upon which
it is based: women are imagined either as angels or whores as a
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psychological defense against the uncomfortable suspicion that
underneath, the angel is a whore" (30).
Measure for Measure presents opportunities for such dualistic
possibilities to be considered. Isabella is apparently the chaste
"angel" of the play, but there are numerous attempts to make her
the unchaste woman. Angelo, while masking his own licentious
predilections behind puritanical piety, canes to desire Isabella.
He claims he will free Claudio, which is, in effect, payment for
sex, thus making her his whore. But he also thoroughly mixes vice
and virtue in his soliloquy after his first meeting with Isabella:
What's this? What's this? Is this her fault, or mine?
The tempter, or the tempted, who

sins most, ha?

Not she: nor doth she tempt;

it is I

but

That, lying by the violet in thesun,
Do as the carrion does, not as the flower,
Corrupt with virtuous season. Can it be
That modesty may more betray our sense
Than woman's lightness? Having waste ground enough,
Shall we desire to raze the sanctuary
And pitch our evils there?

0 cunning enemy, that, to catch a saint,
With saints dost bait thy hook! Most dangerous
Is that temptation that doth goad us on
To sin in loving virtue. Never could the strumpet
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With all her double vigour, art and nature,
Once stir my temper: but this virtuous maid
Subdues me quite.

(II.ii.163-86)

Angelo thus blurs the distinctions between the angel and the whore.
But he is hardly alone in this practice:
Isabella comply with

Angelo's

Claudio asks that

demand: "Sweet sister, let me

live. / What sin you do to save a brother's life, / Nature
dispenses with the deed so far / That it becomes a virtue"
(III.i.132-35), again drawing the co-existence of venery and
virtue. Isabella also intermingles virtue and vice. Her
denunciation of Angelo's request is couched in highly erotic terms:
"Th' impression of keen whips I'd wear as rubies, / And strip
myself to death as to a bed / That longing have been sick for..."
(II.iv.101-03). Gibbons points out that "To her the physically
sensuous is transfigured in the exaltation of martyrdom, the
violation only exalts the purity of faith's ecstasy: but to Angelo
the erotic suggestion is overpowering, determined as he is to talk
not of her soul but of her giving up her body" (32). Yet the
co-existence of purity/martyrdcm with the erotic is apparent in her
speech— her very refusal is expressed in the terms of a temptress.
The use of the same set for the brothel and convent scenes in
the BBC Measure for Measure can be read as stressing the dualistic
ideology of virtue and vice that seems so apparent in the text. But
the use of the same set for the two locations probably makes the
production more faithful to a Renaissance production than those
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with elaborate machinery, preps, and sets. Shakespeare's stage was
simply a flat platform, and "the spectators [were] informed about
locale 'by the words they heard, not the sights they saw'...To the
original audience, 'place' was an adjunct of the narrative, not an
end in itself" (Dessen 85). Dessen suggests that "the open stage
(at least in the 1590s) can be neutral as to place until indicated
otherwise by appropriate signals, whether dialogue...or
properties...or stage business" (86). The indication that Act I,
Scene ii takes place in a brothel, then, could have been indicated
by Lucio and the Gentlemen sitting at a table playing dice, and a
few actors dressed in the known garb of a prostitute could provide
further indication of locale. Dialogue could also serve to point
out location. The conversation between Lucio and the Gentlemen, for
example, mentions the symptoms of syphilis:
1_ Gent. And thou the velvet; thou art good velvet;
thou'rt a three-piled piece, I warrant thee: I had
lief be a list of an English kersey, as be piled, as
thou art pilled, for a French velvet. Do I speak
freeingly now?
Lucio.

I think thou dost: and indeed, with most painful

feeling in thy speech. I will, out of thine own
confession, learn to begin thy health; but whilst I
live, forget to drink after thee.

(I.ii.30-37)

The references to being "piled," without hair, "a French velvet,"
pain, and not drinking after another all imply the presence of
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disease. Such talk and the presence of a few extras on stagecould
easily indicate a house of ill repute. Also Lucio’s references to
Mistress Overdone as "Madam Mitigation" and purchasing diseases
under her roof also imply the locale is a bawdy house. And the
conclusion could be driven heme if Mistress Overdone were dressed
as a whore.
Indication of the convent could be illustrated in the same
manner. Actors in the garb of nuns would obviously imply a
religious house, and the conversation between the Nun and Isabella
about the regulations of the convent also clarify the locale:
Isab. And have you nuns no further privileges?
Nun. Are not these large enough?
Isab. Yes, truly: I speak not as desiring more,
But rather wishing a more strict restraint
Upon the sisters stood, the votarists of Saint Claire.
(I.iv.1-5)
The use of verse as opposed to the prose of the brothel also could
imply a change of location. But even with the differences of dress
and dialogue, the sets would have been greatly similar. Such
coincidences can be read as an indication that Shakespeare made use
of his available space and perhaps intended to blur the lines
between chastity and lechery.
Also significant in many modern productions of the play is the
possibility of staging Kate Keepdown. There is, however, some
question about her "professional" status. Victoria Hayne suggests
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that Lucio's denunciation of Kate as a "punk" should not
necessarily be taken at face value (8). Moreover, her "association
with Mistress Overdone does not necessarily imply she is a
prostitute" because the bawdy houses often served as homes for
unmarried pregnant women (Hayne 8). This may be plausible, but, as
Hayne concedes, "By analogy with Tearsheet and Nightwork, the name
'Keep-Down' does suggest some, although not clearly explicable,
sexual innuendo" (8). Most modern productions that place her on the
stage do, however, cast her as a prostitute. She is not given a
speaking

part in the text, but she is mentioned three times. The

first occurs when Mistress Overdone is arrested for being a bawd:
Mis. O.

My Lord, this is one Lucio's information

against me. Mistress Kate Keepdown was with child by
him in the Duke's time, he premised her marriage.
His child is a year and a quarter old come Philip
and Jacob. I have kept it myself; and see how he
goes about to abuse me.

(III.ii.192-97)

Lucio refers to Kate while speaking to the disguised Duke, claiming
that he was "before him for getting a wench with child." But Lucio
"was fain to foreswear it; they would else have married me to the
rotten medlar" (IV.iv.167-68, 170-72). And Kate is again mentioned
at the conclusion of the play when the Duke sentences Lucio:
Duke. Proclaim it, Provost, round about the city,
If any woman wrong'd by this lewd fellow,
— As I have heard him swear himself there's one
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Wham he begot with child— let her appear,
And he shall marry her. The nuptial finish'd,
Let him be whipp'd and hang'd.
Lucio. I beseech your Highness, do not marry me to a
whore. Your Highness said even now, I made you
a duke; good my lord, do not recompense me
in making me a cuckold.
Duke. Upon mine honour, thou shalt marry her.
Thy slanders I forgive, and therewithal
Remit thy other forfeits.— Take him to prison,
And see our pleasure herein executed.
Lucio. Marrying a punk, my lord, is pressing to death
Whipping, and hanging.

(V.i.506-21)

Although Kate does not speak and no mention of her presence appears
in the list of characters or the stage directions of the play, it
has become customary to put her on the stage in modern productions.
Sprague and Trewin point out that
Tyrone Guthrie seems first to have brought her on the
stage, 4 December 1933, at the Old Vic, and was followed
by Nevill

Coghill in 1944. Among later productions in

which she has appeared were those at Stratford, Ontario,
in 1954; by the Drama Department of Bristol
University...in 'October 1956; and at the Nottingham
Playhouse in September 1965.

(63)

More recently, Kate appears in the Shakespeare and Conpany
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production, leading "Lucio off, a noose still around his neck, to
marry him" (Schlueter 30).
Prostitutes do appear in modern productions of Measure for
Measure, typically in the form of extras, but they do appear.
While it is inpossible to know exactly how the King’s Men may have
chosen to stage extras or if they even did so, it is undeniably
certain that those associated with whoredom do appear in the text
and on the stage. Primary among the lowly characters working in
this area is Mistress Overdone. Although she has advanced to the
management\procurement stage of the profession and is thus not
properly a whore, it is probable that a woman in Mistress
Overdone's position would have spent considerable time in the lower
ranks as well. The situation facing Mistress Overdone in the
opening stages of the play, then, is indeed dire. She is evidently
an aging ex-whore, apparently unable to earn enough money to
survive working in her former trade, and she is now confronted with
Angelo's proclamation ordering the brothels closed:
Pom. You have not heard of the proclamation, have you?
Mis. 0. What proclamation, man?
Pom. All the houses in the suburbs of Vienna must be
plucked down.
Mis. 0. And what shall become of those in the city?
Pom. They shall stand for seed: they had gone down too,
but that a wise burgher put in for them.
Mis. 0. But shall all our houses in the suburbs be

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

300

pulled down?
Pom. To the ground, mistress.
Mis. 0. Why, here's a change indeed in the commonwealth!
What shall become of me?

(I.ii.85-97)

The indication is that Shakespeare intended to present the lowly
characters in a humane manner and make a comment on the effects of
the new laws on the poor. Although they are guilty of committing
moral sins, they do so in order to live.
Shakespeare knew well the power of the stage to persuade, a
point heclearly

illustrates by placing The Murder of Gonzago in

Hamlet. While it strains the imagination to claim that Shakespeare
was telling James to change his laws, it is not so difficult to
suggest that he was attempting to raise questions about the
treatment of prostitutes and other lowly characters in the mind of
his audience. His bawds and whores are played as human beings, not
the bogeys presented in the work of the pamphleteers and the plays
of most of his contemporaries. Since Shakespeare places emphasis on
the effect of strict law on the lives of the poor, Measure for
Measure can be read as a social critique. The new laws seem to
place undue emphasis on the possibility of the impoverished
mounting organized resistance to the state, but the play implies
that this is impossible. Also apparent in the play is the notion
that while prostitution is considered a "sin," there is nothing
that can be done to stop it. Enforcing harsh laws does nothing but
compel those in the sex industry to change location: they do
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nothing to reform those in the trade because there will always be a
demand for their services. While never praising the whore's trade,
Shakespeare attenpts to show that unless the morality of the
populace in general can be change, there will always be
prostitution.
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Conclusion

While never becoming paragons of virtue, prostitutes and
bawds do fare much better on Shakespeare's stage than that of
his contemporaries. They are often punished, but there is rarely
any indication that punishment is warranted or effective as a
tool to eradicate prostitution. Many modern critics, however,
consider Shakespeare's depiction of the authoritarian treatment
doled out to his prostitutes as an indication of his attitude
toward the women who toiled in the London stews. Such readings
may have some tenuous measure of credibility, but they often say
as much about the attitude of the critic as they do about the
playwright. Critics who claim that Shakespeare despised
prostitutes to the point of barring them from his stage have not
given thought to the possibilities presented by performance and
have not given close consideration to the way the text presents
the women.
Doll Tearsheet is obviously a whore. She is loud, crude,
greedy, and perhaps even dangerous. But Shakespeare also reveals
that she is liked, even loved, by many of the Boar's Head
patrons. Mistress Quickly clearly cares about Doll, giving her a
place to live and worrying about her health in Act II, Scene iv.
Doll is also a friend to Falstaff, becoming something of a
confidant to him and the only person who ever hears him admit
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that he is old (II.iv.268). Falstaff claims that she will of
necessity forget him when he is gone, but Doll weeps genuine
tears at the old man's departure for the latest war and tells
him that she "cannot speak; if my heart be not ready to burst"
(II.iv.376). Since Shakespeare reveals no indication that she is
lying or attempting to make any sort of financial gain at this
point, her feelings for Falstaff can be considered sincere .
Mistress Overdone is not as well developed as Doll, but she
has similar qualities. The keeper of a brothel, Mistress
Overdone is apparently one of the chief purveyors of vice in
Vienna. She is reviled by the law and treated harshly by
officials. But Shakespeare never suggests that the old bawd is
the chief source of evil in the land. Her work is disreputable,
but she sells sex only as a means to live. Shakespeare goes to
great lengths to imply that Mistress Overdone is a victim of
fickle law. Her brothel is legal one day but ordered destroyed
the next. But even when her trade is outlawed, Mistress Overdone
continues working covertly. The indication is that so long as
there is a market for sex, those who sell it will attempt to
meet the demand. Responsibility for vice is never placed
squarely on Mistress Overdone and Pompey by Shakespeare, and the
text implies that those who purchase the services of the bawds
are more responsible for keeping the flesh markets alive.
Much like Doll Tearsheet, Mistress Overdone is given a full
measure of basic humanity. Her fears of economic disaster when
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her brothel is closed are genuine, and her friendship with
Pompey is apparently heartfelt. Mistress Overdone also cares for
Kate Keepdown, a relationship similar to that between Mistress
Quickly and Doll. While Mistress Overdone's motivation for
caring for Kate and her child is probably not entirely
altruistic— many children brought up in brothels later became
part of the sex trade— she does provide than with a situation
somewhat more inviting than the house of correction that faced
many unwed mothers. And she also makes some effort at obtaining
justice for Kate. When she is arrested, Mistress Overdone
informs the officers that Lucio is the father of the child and
that "he promised her marriage."
Mistress Overdone works in the brothel in order to earn a
living. And survival seems to be the motivation of Pandar and
Bawd in Pericles. Pandar explains that if he had "Three or four
thousand chequins," he would close the doors of his house (Per.
IV.ii.24). This is a rather large sum, but the implication is
that if there were enough money, there would be no reason for
poor people to peddle sex. Such observations are common in
Shakespeare. Pompey, for example, sells women because he is a
"poor fellow that would live" (MM. II.i.220). Phrynia and
Timandra tell Timon that they would "do anything for gold" (Tim.
IV.iii.152). And Timon reveals that he has "Enough to make a
whore forswear her trade" (Tim. IV.iii.135). The bawds and
whores all imply that they do their work because they wish to
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live, and Shakespeare, while not necessarily granting them moral
approval, never condemns. The circumstances and motivations of
the prostitutes and bawds, contrary to Taylor's comments, are
always considered and succinctly explained.
While the ranks of prostitutes were usually filled with poor
women servicing equally poor men, there were those who catered
to the desires of the wealthy. Courtesans appear often on the
Renaissance stage, and they are typically manipulative and
vindictive. Bellamira extorts money from Barabas in The Jew of
Malta; Francischina plots murder in The Dutch Courtesan; Lamia
continues working under the protection of corrupt authority in
Promos and Cassandra. Shakespeare's courtesan, however, has
nothing to do with criminal schemes. Bianca is considered by
sane to be a housewife who sells her favors to buy "bread and
clothes" (Oth. IV. i.95)— a point that again stresses the
motivation behind prostitution. And Bianca, like so many of
Shakespeare's prostitutes, is quite human. Her love for Cassio
is genuine; she misses his attentions, and she is indeed wounded
when he gives her the handkerchief, believing it to be "some
minx's token" (Oth. IV.i.151). There is considerably more behind
her complaints than

lost business. She is hurt by the apparent

desertion of Cassio.
Shakespeare's texts also reveal what can be considered
commentary on the prevailing opinions about prostitutes being
involved in crimes other than vice. Most official documents
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imply that prostitutes worked in tandem with other petty
criminals in the suburbs, and the pamphleteers

propagated the

myth in their work. Nearly all of the prostitutes in
contemporary drama were shown to be in league with other
criminals or executing their own schemes. But Shakespeare's
whores, although often accused, are not guilty of anything other
than prostitution. Accusations of criminal activity leveled
against prostitutes in the drama of his contemporaries are
nearly always valid, but Shakespeare's women are either
obviously innocent, or circumstances imply that they have been
wrongly accused. While it is impossible to know the intent
behind decisions to consistently stage false accusations against
prostitutes, it is conceivable that Shakespeare was commenting
on the common practice of blaming women in the sex trade for
every crime imaginable. He does not fail to point out that the
women sell sex as a means to live, and perhaps false accusations
serve to emphasize the point that prostitution is their only
crime.
Working prostitutes on Shakespeare's stage are rare, and
some critics assume that the conspicuous lack of these
characters implies that he was banishing them from the stage.
Such criticisms completely ignore the very practical problems
presented by the lack of actresses on the Renaissance stage, and
they fail to look at the plays as performance texts. Modern
productions do not fail to place prostitutes on the stage even
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when they are not given lines in the text. Staging extras as
whores is not an aberrant practice because the texts typically
state directly or imply that scenes involving bawds take place
in brothels. Simple logic suggests that a brothel would probably
contain a number of prostitutes, and the appeal to logic can be
significant in interpreting possible staging of Shakespeare's
brothel scenes. Dessen points out that modern interpreters
should be wary of expecting to see props referred to in the
texts. He explains that "a key question about locale should be:
what details are to be supplied by the players and what is to be
left to the imaginary forces of the audience?" (90). If a scene
takes place in a bawdy house and locale is indicated by the
speaking characters, adding prostitutes would not necessarily be
required. It could be assumed that the audience would know that
the whores were supposed to be there and insert then in their
imagination. Shakespeare did, however, make use of many
non-speaking characters. Numerous soldiers and officers appear
in the plays simply as indications of locale or situation. While
there is no way of knowing if Shakespeare used extras as
prostitutes, it is possible that he would have utilized them to
signal locale. Either method of staging practice is effective in
calling into question the common assertion that Shakespeare
barred prostitutes from his stage. Even if the whores were not
present, it can be assumed that the audience would place them on
the stage because of the sense of locale provided by the
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speaking characters.
Claiming that Shakespeare treated prostitutes with contempt
by banning them from the stage or by exposing those who do
appear to various indignities implies a fundamental misreading
of the texts and a lack of attention to stage practice.
Shakespeare's whores are treated harshly by authorities in the
plays. But he consistently

raises questions about applications

of law against women who sell sex only because they have no
other way of living. The plays imply that the prostitutes are
frequently treated unjustly, that they do not necessarily commit
crimes other than prostitution, that the flesh market exists
because of the lewd inclinations of those who visit the
brothels.
The dissertation is narrowly conceived, and the theoretical
approach is essentially limited to historicist and performance
studies. Other theories do, of course, have implications for the
thesis. While the historical approach points out the issues
raised by anti-theatricalists, exactly why the theatre was such
an area of contention is not always explained by purely
historicist study. Gender theory and queer theory can clarify
some of the problems raised by the pamphleteers and help explain
why the fears expressed in the pamphlets were so profound.
Carnival theory is also a useful supplement to performance study
because it helps to clarify why prostitution was such a cannon
feature of the Renaissance stage.
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Gender theory is touched on briefly in the discussion of the
pamphlet wars and The Roaring Girl. In addition to clarifying
some of the issues raised in that play, the theory can also
explain why cross-dressing was such a problem for some
pamphleteers. The theatre was a site of conflict throughout the
sixteenth and seventeenth century, and one of the most
problematic areas was male actors wearing women's clothing.
Anti-theatricalist pamphlets refer to Genesis constantly for
evidence of two sexes in their attempts to discredit the
theatre: "God created the man in his image: in the image of God
created he him: he created them male and female" (Gen.1:27).
Cross-dressing clearly challenged this essentialist notion of
gender, and clothing thus became an area of concern for the
polemicists and the state for years. Sumptuary laws were enacted
and reenacted as a measure of establishing social and gender
hierarchies, but the laws were consistently violated. Stubbes,
for example, claimed that English women often wore clothing that
was as
mans apparel is, for all the world, & though this be a
kinde of apparel appropriate onely to man, yet they
blush not to wear it, and if they could as yet chaunge
their sex, & put on the kinde of man, as they can weare
apparel assigned onely to man, I think they would as
nerely become men indeed.

(FV v)

What Stubbes considered outlandish attire was not, however,
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limited to women. Men were also guilty of extravagant dress, and
Stubbes found the practice quite disturbing because "this their
curiosity, and nicenes in apparell (as it were) transnatureth
them, making them weake, tender and infirme" (E). Flamboyant
clothing led, Stubbes believed, to men becoming "rather nice
dames, and yonge gyrles" (Eii).
Stubbes' comments are interesting on two counts. First, he
points out class distinctions— women who dressed as men were
crossing the boundaries of the privileged sex. Even though
Renaissance medical authorities believed that there was only one
sex, Stubbes— and a host of others— cosistantly turn to
Deuteronmy in support of a two sex system: "The woman shall not
weare that which perteineth vnto the man, neither shalt a man
put on womans raiment: for all that doe so, are abomination vnto
the Lord thy God" (Deut. 22:5). Most likely, the polemicists
were searching for evidence of social sex differences. Howard
points out that such "languages of difference— though not
necessarily biological, anatomical difference— were useful for
underpinning sexual hierarchy. Keeping that hierarchy in place
was an ongoing struggle, and as with conflicts over social
mobility, gender struggles were played out on the terrain of
dress" ("Crossdressing" 423). Women who dressed as men typically
were "less often accused of sexual perversion than of sexual
incontinence, of being whores" (Howard, "Crossdressing 424).
However, a man who chose to wear feminine attire was seen as

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

311

giving up the "authority inherently belonging to the superior
sex" and was thus placed "in a position of shame" (Howard,
"Crossdressing"423-24).
Even more significant for a study of the theatre is that
Stubbes1s comments imply that gender was not fixed, that it
could be changed simply by the apparel worn. Laura Levine points
out that "at the root of panphlet attacks lay the fear that
costume could actually alter the gender of the male body beneath
the costume" (3). Stubbes implies that men in extravagant
clothing were developing traditional feminine qualities and
becoming like women. Munday, although somewhat less blunt than
Stubbes, also hints that feminine attire had harmful effects.
Bemoaning the practice of employing boy actors on the stage,
Munday claimed that "When I see by them yong boies, inclining of
themselues vnto wickednes, trained up in filthie speeches,
vnnatural and vnseemlie gestures, to be brought up by these
Schoole-masters in bawderie, and in idlenes, I cannot chuse but
with teares and griefe of hart lament" (110-11). It is likely
that the "vnnatural and vnseemlie" gestures he mentions refer to
cross-dressing. And Munday believed that the behavior learned on
the stage would continue to follow the boy actors into their
later lives:
How proane are they of themselues, and apt to recieue
instruction of their lewde teachers, which are the
Schoolmasters of sinne in the schoole of abuse! What do
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they teach them, I praie you, but to foster mischiefe
in their youth, that it maie alwaies abide in them, and
in their age bring them sooner vnto hel?" (Ill).
Munday’s argument implies that cross-dressing would follow the
boy actors, that they would continue in the practice after their
stage careers were over. While he does not suggest, like
Stubbes, that the actors' gender would change, he does imply
that they would continue in unseemly gestures, playing feminine
roles. And it is possible that he is suggesting that the boy
actors would carry out these roles in sexual relations. While
Munday's fears seem extreme, it is interesting that Shakespeare
hints at the possibility of the boy actor being read as whorish.
In Antony and Cleopatra Cleopatra bemoans the possibility that
her captivity in Rome will be staged by "quick comedians" as
"Some squeaking Cleopatra boy my greatness / I'th' posture of a
whore" (V.ii.215, 219-20).
Apparent fear of homoerotic desire is a common feature of
the anti-theatricalist polemic. Howard points out that "Sodomy
haunts the fringes of Stubbes1s text. A man, and especially a
boy, who theatricalizes the self as female, invites playing the
woman's part in sexual congress" (Crossdressing 424). Stubbes
obviously had some concern about the theatre fostering sodonty,
arguing that after attending plays patrons retreat to "their
secret conclaues [and] they play the Sodomits, or worse" (Lvii
v). Stubbes implies that the the audience members would
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automatically imitate what they had seen on the stage. This is
certainly not a new argument, and the majority of
anti-theatricalist texts frequently repeat the argument that the
theatre was a school for those who wished to learn anti-social
behavior. In addition to fear of audience members duplicating
the actions they saw, cross-dressing in the theatre also caused
considerable anxiety. How much of a problem this was on the
streets of London is unclear, but there are numerous reports of
prostitutes dressing as men to attract male customers. Perhaps
the polemicists believed that the boy actor dressed as a
woman— in some cases dressed as a whore— piqued the erotic
interests of the male audience members and led them to seek out
prostitutes or brought on homoerotic desires. Traub explains
that
the anti-theatricalists not only charged that the boy
actor dressed as a woman aroused the erotic interests
of men in the audience, but that spectators were
encouraged to play out their fantasies in off-stage,
behind-the-scenes scenes. The specifically erotic
images with which Stephen Gossen, John Rainoldes,
Phillip Stubbes, and William Prynne denounced
theatrical practices demonstrates that they perceived
actors in their costumes to cross not only status and
gender boundaries, but erotic boundaries as well. (119)
Clearly there is an implied fear of hcmoeroticism in the texts
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of many anti-theatrical polemicists. But exactly how much this
anxiety translates into attacks on homosexual relations is
uncertain. Bruce R. Smith points out that "No one was, or
apparently could be, brought to trial in the late sixteenth and
early seventeenth centuries for 'being a homosexual'" (53). Yet
many pamphleteers make numerous references to homosexual acts.
While no one could be charged with being a homosexual, a small
number of people were tried and executed under sodomy statutes.
But these men were more often than not convicted of what amounts
to rape: "English Renaissance law has nothing to say about
homosexual desire; its purview extends only to homosexual
acts— and only to acts of one particular kind. By and large,
what the legal discourse addresses is the narrow case of
forcible rape of an underaged boy by an adult male" (Smith 53).
Perhaps the pamphleteers believed that young boys dressed as
women on the stage could inflame the desires of some men. And
there was some fear that what was seen on stage would be
imitated by the spectators after they left the theatre. In many
plays the audience would have seen what amounts to two men or a
man and a boy in erotic situations. Boys dressed as prostitutes
could only make an already distressing situation worse. But it
is more likely that the anxiety that is so evident in the
anti-theatrical pamphlets is more properly a gender issue. For
example, Levine suggests that sodomy in the work of some
pamphleteers "functions as a metaphor or scapegoat, or an
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attempt to give an account for the much more disturbing idea at
the center of these tracts, that under the costume there is
really nothing there or, alternatively, that what is there is
something foreign, something terrifying and essentially 'other'"
(23). Fear of "otherness" plays a significant role in many
anti-theatricalist texts, and wearing feminine attire was
believed by some to destroy gender boundaries. Stubbes, turning
to Deuteronomy with tireless frequency, argued that "Our
Apparell was giuen vs as a sign distinctiue to discern betwixt
sex and sex, & therfore one to weare the Apparel of another sex,
is to participate with the same, and to adulterate the veritie
of his own kinde" (FV v). People who chose to to wear the
clothing of the opposite were considered "Hermaphrodita, that
is, Monsters of both kindes, half woman, half man" (FV v).
The theatre clearly violated scriptural injunctions against
wearing the clothing of the opposite sex— this alone most
certainly would have been enough to infuriate some— but the
amount of polemic against the practice suggests that the problem
extended from violation of Scriptural injunctions to fears of
the decline of masculine identity.
In addition to being a center of controversy, the theatre is
also a site of festivity and celebration and, as Michael D.
Bristol points out, it is "a social institution" (3). And the
theatre bears many similarities to carnival. Burke explains that
carnival

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

316

may be seen as a huge play in which the main streets
and squares became stages, the city became a theatre
without walls and the inhabitants, the actors and
spectators, observing the scene from their balconies.
In fact there

was no sharp distinction between actors

and spectators, since the ladies on the balconies might
threw eggs at the crowd below, and the maskers were
often licensed to burst into private houses.

(182)

Engaging in activities much like those presented on the stage,
people "wore masks, some with long noses, or entire fancy-dress.
Men dressed as women, women as men" (Burke 183). Carnival was a
period when the boundaries of social and gender hierarchy were
temporarily erased and inverted.
Much like the public square, the theatre is "inscribed in
the mode of the carnivalesque and situated, at least in terms of
its public amphitheatres, outside the city's regulatory
sanctions, [and] powerfully enabled to explore the limits of
sexual categories and proscriptions" (Zimmerman 6-7). That these
limits were explored is evident in the texts themselves and the
amount of controversy inspired by actions on the Renaissance
stage.

Bristol explains that carnival, as described by Bakhtin,

is a
'second life' or 'second culture' sustained by the
common people or plebeian community throughout the
Middle Ages and well into the early modern period.
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During the Renaissance, this culture engages with and
directly opposes the 'official' culture, both in
literature and in the public life of the marketplace
and city square. The 'ennobled language' of official
ideology, official religion and high literature becomes
saturated with the language of everyday life." (22)
The festive atmosphere of carnival, however, is typically seen
as limited and authority usually steps in to curtail events
before they get too far out of hand. Domna C. Stanton points out
that the "carnival was a multivalent phenomenon that provided a
temporary release from established hierarchies, but also served
to reinforce dominant ideologies" (249). Stanton's argument
implies that carnival functions as a safety valve, that "people
who are oppressed, expropriated or in some way constrained by an
unwelcome social discipline are permitted to release their
accumulated resentment at regular intervals so that they may be
reincorporated within the repressive regime" (Bristol 27). But
the safety valve theory is limited primarily, Bristol argues, by
the assumption that "'rulers' always possess the capacity to
permit or withhold permission...it asserts that nothing is ever
changed. People may 'go too far' in their celebratory activity,
but they can always be brought back into conformity with
established social discipline" (27). Bristol's point is
significant in answering some of the questions raised in the
presentation of prostitution in Renaissance texts. Prostitutes
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are typically shown in tenuous positions of power. They are
economically independent to a certain extent; they subvert state
control over sexuality by engaging in sexual activity outside
the bounds of marriage and not allowing themselves to become the
property of one man; and their illicit activities are rarely
reigned in to the point where they are brought into the
community.
In the carnivalesque world hierarchies are inverted, and
women and lowly characters have some measure of power. But the
position of authority is nearly always cut short. In !_Henry IV,
for example, Hal proclaims that the inverted world will be
permitted to exist for a brief period: "I know you all, and will
awhile uphold / The unyok'd humour of your idleness"
(I.ii.190-91). He inplies that as the figure of "legitimate"
authority, he can permit or curtail any activity carried out by
his underlings. Hal believes he has complete control in the area
where Mistress Quickly and Doll share a tenuous position of
power. And he asserts control through a process that extends
from apparent approval to rejection and criminalization. The
process of toleration turning to criminalization is most
apparent in 2^ Henry IV, but it also appears in Measure for
Measure and Othello.
In the carnivalesque atmosphere of the tavern, Mistress
Quickly has monetary power and owns property. Howard points out
that it is Mistress Quickly "who calls in the law to make
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Falstaff pay his debts; she who has the means, if she will, to
supply his needs as he sets off to war; she who has the plate
and painted wall hangings; she who can call for musicians and a
whore to entertain her departing friend; she who can serve meat
during Lent in her tavern" ("Commonwealth" 119). The tavern is a
place where the powerless— an old widow and a whore— are raised
to an elevated position. Mistress Quickly can exercise the
authority her property rights give her, and Doll is proclaimed
an "honest, virtuous, civil gentlewoman" (II.iv.298-99). But in
accordance with the safety valve theory of carnival, the power
Mistress Quickly retains is short-lived and Doll's "titles"
evaporate. As authority reasserts itself, the tavern,
now rendered as a sexualized scene of female
entrepreneurship, becomes the locus for the play's
anxiety about a seemingly anarchic lawlessness. The
sexually independent woman and the economically
independent woman form a threatening combination; a
challenge both to gender hierarchy and to the system of
social stratification distinguishing man from man"
(Howard, "Commonwealth" 119).
Mistress Quickly's tavern is initially a location of comic
revelry but becomes a site of criminal schemes and prostitution.
And Doll's involvement in prostitution further degenerates into
charges of complicity in murder. Like Doll and Mistress Quickly,
Mistress Overdone is in a position of independence at the
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beginning of Measure for Measure. But illicit sex becomes a
capital crime after Angelo assumes power in Vienna, and Mistress
Overdone1s legal brothel thus comes to be considered a source of
serious crime rather than venial sin. Her establishment is
c3.osed, and she is eventually arrested and removed from the
play. Tn Othello, Bianca's position as a courtesan places her
above the level of the common prostitute and allows her some
access to those in positions of power. But she is progressively
criminalized by Iago's lies and eventually accused of having a
part in the attack on Cassi&The carnivalesque social
inversions and temporary indijjjg|ndence and power surrounding
Shakespeare’s presentation of prostitutes is similar to that of
his contemporaries in the temporary quality given to their
authority. He differs in that his prostitutes and courtesans are
either innocent or never proven guilty of any crime other than
prostitution. Shakespeare's texts also imply that the safety
valve theory of carnival does not always function as planned,
that the fluctuating tides of toleration and suppression do not
reign in prostitution. Mistress Overdone reopens a brothel after
the original one is closed; Doll continues in prostitution after
her arrest in Part 2; Mistress Quickly's tavern is open again in
Henry V, and Pistol vows to become a bawd.
Carnivalesque inversions are also a common feature
surrounding prostitution in the work of Shakespeare's
contemporaries. Jonson's Dol, for example, is elevated to the
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level of "Royal Dol" and "Dol Proper" in The Alchemist (I.i.174,
177). And she appears, in what Face calls "modern happiness," as
a great lady (IV.i.22-24). Yet she is the daughter of an "Irish
costermonger," a lowly character temporarily assuming the role
of her social superiors. And her crimes extend beyond
prostitution. She and her confederates are clearly involved in
an elaborate schsne to dupe the wealthy fools who fall into
their snares. The scheme evaporates when Lovewit returns.
Authority is reestablished and Dol sneaks over a back wall to
become a prostitute once again. Marston's Francischina in The
Dutch Courtesan also makes use of inversions, but they are
somewhat more unusual than others. She is a courtesan, but she
is also Dutch, something that would indicate that she is a very
common whore. She is also progressively criminalized,
deteriorating

from courtesan to would-be murderer.

Clearly the theatre could be seen as opposing official
maxims with its disregard of sumptuary laws and the disruption
of gender boundaries. And it also challenges some of the covert
control of sexuality exercised by the state. The ideal woman as
constructed by the patriarchy and the state was sedate, quite,
pious, and chaste. Yet many of the female roles on the stage
were the complete opposite of the ideal. This is particularly
evident in the presentation of prostitution. Attempts to control
the unbounded sexuality of the prostitute are typically carried
out in the carnivalesque mode. The plays present prostitutes and
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bawds in temporary positions of power, but these positions are
nearly always brought into some form of control through legal
action or marriage. Shakespeare, however, subverts the apparent
control of prostitutes by implying that the restraining measures
are ineffective.
Female empowerment in the plays covered in the dissertation
is typically minimal at best. Prostitution allows for some
freedom and financial independence, but prostitutes and
courtesans are nearly always marginalized in official discourse,
pamphlets, and the dramatic texts of Shakespeare's
contemporaries. Prostitution was considered a criminal and
immoral profession by the state and pamphleteers, and
playwrights usually supported such definitions. Prostitutes are
not allowed to express their concerns, and they are often
presented as petty criminals or scheming villains. Shakespeare
undermines this prevailing presentation of prostitution by
giving the whores and bawds some opportunity to voice their
concerns, and he also consistently implies that prostitutes and
courtesans are guilty of nothing more than illicit sex— a point
noticeably absent in most early-modern texts. This is not to say
that Shakespeare was not a man of his time. His whores and bawds
suffer indignities similar to those presented on the stages of
his contemporaries. But there is always evidence that the
punishments handed to prostitutes are unwarranted. Also quite
apparent is the assertion that prostitution is not entirely the
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responsibility of the women in the sex trade. Brothels and
prostitutes exist because there are men willing to patronize
than. If this presentation of prostitution appeared only in one
play, it would be easy to excuse it as an anomaly. But
Shakespeare consistently implies that blame for the existence of
the sex trade does not rest entirely with the prostitutes. Even
in King Lear, a play that has nothing to do with prostitution,
Shakespeare indicates that men share the blame for illicit sex*.
"Thou rascal beadle, hold thy bloody hand! / Why dost thou lash
that Whore? Stripe thine own back; / Thou hotly lusts to use her
in that kind / For which thou whipp'st her." (Lr. IV.vi. 158-61).
While it is incorrect to assume that Shakespeare presents a
compassionate defense of prostitutes, his texts suggest that
prostitution was a pervasive problem. It could not be eradicated
by laws or moral diatribes as long as there was a market for the
services provided in the brothels and taverns. Women in the sex
trade are never praised, but the condemnation that is so
apparent in the laws, pamphlets, and plays of his contemporaries
is noticeably absent in Shakespeare’s texts.
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ABSTRACT

STAGING WHOREDOM: PROSTITUTION
ON THE RENAISSANCE STAGE

Recent critics of Shakespeare's plays have acknowledged that
the playwright's treatment of the lower classes is not as negative
as once believed. Yet most critics claim the Shakespeare presented
prostitutes and bawds, certainly among the lowest members of
society, with callous indifference if not contempt. The plays that
take up the issue of illicit sex reveal that Shakespeare's
prostitutes and bawds are given the opportunity to speak about
their problems from the stage. His plays consistently imply that
the prostitutes are not a fountainhead of evil, that they carry out
their profession simply as a means of survival.
The dissertation is a study of Renaissance prostitution and its
connection to the theatre. Contemporary proclamations and
anti-theatrical pamphlets are used to reconstruct the controversies
surrounding the sex industry and the theatre. The plays of Marlowe,
Jonson, and Marston are read against the attitudes constructed by
the state and pamphleteers. Hie playwrights typically support the
conservative opinions and present prostitutes as petty criminals,
sexual monsters, extortionists, and murderers. Shakespeare's plays,
however, often subvert the dominant ideology and yield a more
balanced presentation of the prostitute.
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Performance theory is used to reconstruct Renaissance staging
of prostitution. Plays are examined for indications of costume and
gesture that would indicate that a character was a prostitute.
Twentieth century productions are discussed to suggest possible
solutions to problems presented in the Renaissance texts.
While Shakespeare never praises the actions of prostitutes and
bawds, his texts never condemn them. He consistently inpli.es that
the existence of the sex industry is not primarily the
responsibility of the prostitutes. Men who patronize the brothels
are found to be equally at fault. Shakespeare's prostitutes and
bawds are often accused of other crimes, but these charges are
always unfounded. The conspicuous lack of condemnation is atypical
and noticeably absent in the work of Shakespeare's contemporaries,
official discourses, and the work of the pamphleteers.
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